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	1. Chapter 1: Nowhere else to go

**A/N: How to Train Your Dragon remains the property of Cressida Cowell and Dreamworks.**

**I am aware the concept of Hiccup not being raised on Berk has been done before but I thought I'd have a go since it presents an interesting light to explore Berk society from an outsider's viewpoint. It also gives me a chance to explore a more sympathetic Stoick than my previous takes on this character.- Enjoy**

**Warning: References to non-consensual sex and prostitution.**

**One.**

It was even colder than he had expected, his breath coming in freezing clouds, and he had run out of places to shelter. He glanced up, green eyes squinting in the gloom and wrapped his arms tight around his skinny shape. He was shivering but there was nowhere he could go. His previous haven had been taken by another vagrant, a man who had beaten and kicked the boy as he had tried to share the warm little niche behind the bakery and driven him away.

The boy briefly touched his bruised cheek. He had taken far worse beatings but none had depressed him more as he realised he would be facing the cold. Last night, he had not slept at all, instead curling up in doorways until he was driven away and then walking as he got too cold. Now, he was exhausted and numb. He hadn't eaten for over two days either and his stomach felt hollow and was hurting. There was no casual labour to be had: he was penniless. He may well freeze to death before morning.

A large shape barged him aside with a mouthful of obscenities and he stumbled and slammed into the side of a shop. His hand flung out to protect himself and he hissed as a jagged edge sliced into his hand. He gripped the injury as the man barged by, ignoring the skinny boy he had jostled.

"Sorry for knocking you aside," the boy muttered sarcastically as he gripped the cut and the man turned, his bloodshot eyes angry. He advanced on the skinny shape and the boy saw him with a start and backed away. "Hey..." he protested but the man swing at him and though he caught a glancing blow, it was enough to have the boy down, his scrawny shape slamming hard against the wooden wall and knocking the breath from him. Instinctively, he curled up to protect himself, a little huddle of messy auburn hair, stained green tunic and ripped brown leggings, breathing hard in fear. The drunk kicked at him again then staggered off, leaving the boy to raise his wary green eyes and rub the hip that had taken the brunt of the kick. He gripped his hand until the blood stopped ad he scrambled painfully to his feet.

He tried to slow his breathing but he was kicking himself: _never annoy a drunken Viking. _He reminded himself angrily. _You are lucky he only kicked you._ He glanced warily around-it was getting later and the ale houses by the docks would be full. He had tried them all, looking for work or warmth but he had been driven off every time. In a port teeming with people, he was very alone. And he had to be careful: if they saw his brand, they would send him back and he may never escape the chains and whips a second time.

He ducked back as a couple of guards walked by. He didn't want to be jailed again either: he guessed it would be a bit warmer but last time, he had nearly been uncovered. He watched the guards walk on with relief. And then he sighed. He could barely feel his hands now, he was dizzy from lack of food and aching from the blows. The nights were long and he didn't doubt dawn would reveal his frozen corpse if he did nothing. He had one card left to play, the one choice he had found unpalatable until death came knocking. He swallowed: Pride and Honour meant nothing to a corpse.

So he reluctantly wrapped his arms around his freezing frame and began the trudge up the hill to the whorehouse.

oOo

The building was filled with light and noise and he hesitated at the back entrance for a very long time before his teeth started chattering. And then he chastised himself savagely: he was a Viking. He feared nothing.

He pushed the door open timidly and slid into the room. The damp warmth hit him like a body blow, almost taking his breath. He shuffled forward and then stopped, waiting for the steward to notice him. The man bustled in, giving orders and gesturing to the staff. And then he turned and saw the shivering boy.

"Get out!" he snarled. The boy grimaced and jumped forward, his eyes pleading.

"Please!" he begged desperately. "It's really cold and..."

"I don't care," the steward told him coldly. "Out!"

"I-I can h-help!" he pleaded.

"Got enough helpers." The boy was breathing hard, now, his eyes desperate. The man grabbed his arm cruelly and dragged the resisting boy to the door. The cold air on the threshold hit him like a slap to the face and he struggled. After even a few minutes of warmth, the prospect of a freezing night out was unbearable.

"I-I'll do _anything!_" he blurted out and the steward paused fisting his hair. He dragged the boy's head back.

"How old are you?" he asked. The boy was thin and small. "Twelve?" The boy lifted his chin.

"Fifteen!" he said with some pride. The steward inspected him closer. Scrawny and thin, with messy auburn hair chopped haphazardly above the shoulders, bright forest green eyes and a pale face with a smattering of freckles and a nasty bruise to the cheek. The boy's expression was desperate and the man frowned: he recognised him.

"You look younger," he sneered. "You were here…what, six, nine months back? You asked for work then but thought you were too good to work here!"

"I'm sorry," the boy said urgently, his accent from the Archipelago. "I-I was wrong. Please…I will do _anything_! Just-just don't throw me out!" The steward pulled his head back further, watching the boy's thin throat working.

"Only people who work can stay here," the steward hissed. "Are you ready, boy?" The boy winced and nodded. The steward shoved him back into the room and he urgently scooted over to the fire, hugging his body close to the flames and trying to allow the heat to permeate his chilled shape. The steward nodded to a blonde woman. "Thora-see to him." The woman nodded as the steward went back to the main room and turned to the shivering shape. She planted her fists on her hips and inspected him closely with an unimpressed look.

"Guess you won't be stealing any of my customers," she told him brusquely. The boy glanced up and his cheeks flushed. She hoisted an eyebrow in surprise: was he _blushing_? She moved closer, her movements predatory, her hips rolling seductively. She was well-endowed, her top low-cut, skirt swishing enticingly round her ankles and her expression knowing. Her thick blonde hair was braided over a shoulder and her deep blue eyes were hard. "You look young,"she began. His eyes widened and he shook his head.

"Fifteen," he murmured. She frowned.

"Small for it," she noted. "You look nervous. Sundby will only keep you if _work_." The emphasis on the word made him realise sweeping the floor wasn't an option they considered _work_. He stared at the fire.

"Hopefully, there won't be many…customers…" His tone was shy. She frowned.

"You been with a man before?" she asked directly. He inspected the floor furiously and blushed. There was a tiny shake of the head. Her eyes narrowed. "A woman?" Another shake. "You're a _virgin_?" she asked him directly. He lifted his eyes and then gave a little nod. She stared him up and down. "Why?"

He looked up. The truth was that he was all out of options. Since his escape, he had used every talent he possessed. His abilities to read and write, his skills in speaking several languages, his talent at drawing, his blacksmithing experience…but there had been an issue when it came to physical ability. No one had been fooled when they clapped eyes on the boy that he would be any good at heavy manual work. So the ships had refused him as crew, the docks turned him down to unload boats, the shops and warehouses had laughed at him as he begged for work. And there was no one left who would employ him or who needed his skills. The only thing he had left to sell was his body.

"That or starving," he admitted slowly. He shrugged and she inspected him.

"Love, you don't want your first time to be with one of the drunken louts here," she suggested, a little more warmth entering her tone. "You're a shy lad, aren't you?" He gave a little nod, almost ashamed. She finally smiled. "Be careful. Let the girls look after you. There aren't that many who seek boys so you may be lucky." He gave a wary swallow.

"Hopefully," he murmured. She beckoned him and he reluctantly left his place by the fire. "What do I call you?" she asked. He gave an embarrassed shrug.

"Hiccup," he admitted. The woman burst out laughing and two others-both blonde and busty, looked over to her.

_"__HICCUP?"_ she guffawed. "You realise that means…?"

"The runt of the litter," he finished dryly. "I may have been told once or twice. And that I suit the name." He sighed. Thora controlled herself and rummaged at the back, findings a lukewarm bowl of mutton soup and a hunk of black rye bread. She handed them to the boy.

"Get that down your neck," she told him and he took the food eagerly, his glorious green eyes lighting with hunger. He crouched by the fire and began wolfing the food, making her realise just how starving he was. The sounds of the wooden spoon scraping the bottom of the bowl sounded too quickly and he wiped his mouth with his sleeve, suddenly feeling more human. Now he was warm and fed, he was starting to feel sleepy-but before his eyelids could grow heavy, he was handed a broom.

"Hey-you can sweep up back here for starters," a dark-haired girl told him. She looked about twenty with the easy confidence of an experienced whore. He grabbed the broom and began methodically sweeping the room. Once he had completed the room, he was dispatched out front to gather used goblets to wash and take round pitchers of ale. He kept his head down and answered all queries politely, even though he was feeling exhausted. A couple of Vikings nudged him and he dinked away, swiftly withdrawing to the back room with his empty pitchers and dirty goblets, deftly avoiding any encounters with prospective clients. Somehow, he managed to get through unmolested by closing time and he was allowed to sleep in the back room, by the fire. The girls were still coming down to get a drink and relax when they found him, curled by the fire, fast asleep.

oOo

The next morning, Hiccup woke early, his eyes wide and silently inspecting his surroundings until he recalled where he was. Silently, he sat up and looked around, then stared at the fire, which was nearly out. He stretched, stood up and looked for the wood pile to feed the fire. Once that was done, he swept the floor and timidly walked into the main front room.

The room had a wide fireplace, several tables with impressive carved chairs to each man felt like a Chief and benches for the whores to sell themselves to the customers. The floor was sticky with beer, the place was still littered with discarded goblets and there was an overturned table. The boy sighed: he really didn't want to join the staff and was far happier acting as a serf and dogsbody. So he was careful to clean out and relay the fire, take out the rubbish, wipe the tables and wash the floor. It was hard work but it needed doing and he hoped it would buy him another few hours or day of warmth and food.

When the women came downstairs, the main room was warm and clean and there was water warming over the fire in the back room for washing. The boy had fetched more wood and was sitting, waiting for orders. Thora and her blowsy, dark haired friend-who introduced herself as Ingrid-smiled at the boy and sat by him as he offered a wan smile. His bruised face was wary.

"Any suggestions what I can do?" he asked softly. Thora shrugged and helped herself to a mug of ale.

"Keep your head down, don't annoy Sundby and hope no one wants a boy," she advised. He sighed. He had realised from the last night that he was the only male 'employee' and so was in a vulnerable position. He gave a wan smile as the women who cooked for the whorehouse came in and began to prepare food. He stared at them politely: they were allowed to come and go but he strongly suspected he may not be granted the latitude. But at the moment, he had nowhere else to go and he had been on the brink of death. He would have to deal with the consequences when they arose-and pray to Thor they wouldn''t hurt too much. He rubbed the back of his neck thoughtfully. "Oh-and have a bath," Thora suggested. "Sundby won't want a grimy worker." Hiccup sighed and nodded-and then the steward arrived. He threw some obscenities at the women, barked at the cooks and then cast his eye on the boy.

"You didn't do any work last night," he accused the boy. Hiccup grimaced.

"No-no one was actually interested," he replied, his tone guarded. "So I did some tidying up as well." Sundby gave him an unimpressed look.

"If I wanted someone to tidy, I'd get a thrall!" he snapped. Hiccup flinched and bowed his head. The words were worrying him.

"I'm sorry, I just thought I should do anything to earn my food," he explained quickly. The man grabbed his stained tunic and looked at him with a sneer.

"No one will want to screw a dirty little urchin!" he sneered and ran his fingers through the dishevelled hair. "Though you may be pretty enough to get some interest with a scrub!" Hiccup swallowed nervously. He really wasn't keen at all in _any_ interest of the sort Sundby wanted.

"Is-is there somewhere I can have a bath?" he asked tentatively. The steward scowled at him for a long minute, then gestured to a small room off the back room. Hiccup felt himself shoved in-to find a tub, soap and a thin towel. The steward cast him a disparaging look.

"You have to bring your own water," he snapped and swept out. Hiccup turned warily back to the backroom and put another the pot of water over the fire to heat. Then he sat down by the fire, clutching his knees to his chest and resting his chin on his knees. The older whores stared at the boy and an older woman with brassy blonde hair and dark brown eyes flicked her gaze over the boy.

"Has he been broken in?" she asked directly. Thora looked at the boy and saw him close his eyes.

"Not yet," she admitted. "Sundby will see to him after he's cleaned up." Hiccup's eyes flicked up and his face adopted a horrified expression. She stared at him mockingly. "You think Sundby can't spot you're green as a new bride?" she taunted him. He rolled his eyes and stared at the ground.

"Great," he muttered. She frowned. There was enough spirit in him to work with but he seemed very shy and still a little innocent. She cringed inwardly because that residual innocence wouldn't survive.

"You knew this was going to happen," she reminded him gently.

"Kinda hoping it wouldn't," he admitted softly. His green eyes were definitely scared.

"Hiccup, you came here of your own accord and promised to do anything to stay," Thora reminded him flatly. "He will hold you to that. You run and he won't ever let you go. He'll send his runners for you and he'll bring you back. Cross him and he will _never _let you go." The boy looked up, his gaze horrified.

"What?" he asked in shock.

"You work, you earn tips and if you're good enough, you'll earn enough to leave…if you want," Ingrid added, twirling a stray lock of her dark hair around a finger. "At least here, there is warmth and food. None of us will get good marriages..or any at all. We're not here because we have a family that cares. And Sundby makes sure we are properly treated by the customers."

Hiccup stared at the floor, clasping his left hand in his right. Both were trembling. That reassurance gave him no comfort.

"So I have to…or he'll drag me back and…anyway?" he said slowly. "How-how is that allowed?" Thora nodded.

"Look, lad-he'll take care of you, as long as you keep up your part of the bargain," she said soothingly. The boy grimaced.

"Don't remember making a bargain," he muttered.

"You promised to do anything," Thora reminded him sharply. "He could have thrown you out to starve." The boy sagged.

"That has its appeals suddenly," he murmured. Ingrid rolled her eyes.

"Quit your whining, boy," she snapped. "You guys seem to get to like it and have a lot more fun once you get going!"

"Not really a fun person," Hiccup noted tonelessly. "But how-how did it suddenly become a prison?" Ingrid stared at him.

"It isn't, he just…protects his investments," she told him tartly. He frowned.

"And just what has he invested in me?" he asked sarcastically. "I've done enough menial work to earn a bowl of soup and a corner for the night." Thora have a grim smile.

"It's what he _will _invest in you," she told him evenly. "The effort he'll put into training you."

"I'm prepared to make that sacrifice," he managed but she scowled.

"I'd lose the smart mouth," she advised him quickly. "He doesn't appreciate sarcasm, cheek or back-talk. He'll break your hide if you answer him back!" Hiccup winced: he was naturally sarcastic.

"The gods hate me," he clipped him round the head, seeing the steam coil above the pot.

"Get into the bath!" she snapped, nudging the boy with her boot. Miserably, he clambered up and grabbed the bucket of boiling water, a larger bucket of cold water and filled the bath until he achieved a comfortable temperature. Making sure the partition was closed, he stripped out of his filthy clothes and hopped into the water. When he was back at home, he had bathed every day and he had missed the feeling of being clean. But he was feeling very worried as he slid into the water and soaped his body.

He sighed and worked quickly. He was very self-conscious that he was thin and scrawny, that his back was scarred with whip marks and his chest had a brand that marked him as a slave. He scrubbed harder, trying to allow the warmth to seep into his bones and remove the chill of fear. And he couldn't come up with any sort of a plan. He couldn't get out of the port because no one would take him on their ship and he had signally failed to find a patron or employer in almost nine months. He really was on his last legs and his desperation had brought him to this. He scrubbed his face and ducked under, washing his hair quickly. He didn't need to be spotless, just remove as much of the grime as he could without giving Sundby the chance to see him naked. He knew his appearance wasn't actually going to drive anyone wild but the sight of his brand would condemn him to being either handed over to the guards or-worse-adopted as a slave by his current master. And Sundby didn't look like a sympathetic owner. He sighed then grabbed his tunic and leggings and washed them quickly, wringing them out and dragging the damp garments on after he had towelled his body dry. It wasn't the most sensible idea but he knew he would dry if he stayed close to the fire.

"You took your time."

He yipped and spun, seeing the steward eyeing him hungrily. The man was probably in his forties, his pale blond hair thinning and straggly, his face almost clean shaven with the tiniest tuft of a beard on his chin. His disconcerting eyes were a deep brown and he hooked his thumbs in the wide, shiny leather belt around his solid waist. His tunic was richly stitched and deep red and his boots were expensive and shiny. He was eyeing Hiccup scarily. The boy swallowed, running his fingers through his drying auburn hair and combing it off his face.

"I-I haven't bathed for a while," he admitted. "No real chance…" Sundby closed and grasped his arm and the boy stiffened, his skinny frame suddenly tense. The man's dark eyes inspected the scared face and leaned close, his beard brushing Hiccup's freckled cheek.

"You're a virgin, aren't you?" he murmured. The boy gave a false little laugh.

"Wha…? Me? I-I've been fighting them off…" He paused. "How could anyone resist all this raw Vikingness?" The man roughly caressed his ass and the boy froze, his eyes widening.

"So if I bent you forward and had you now, you'd know what to do and won't scream like a bride on her wedding night?" he sneered.

"I'm not saying I…with a man…erm…" Hiccup murmured, his mouth dry. Sundby grasped him tighter.

"Come with me," he said menacingly and the boy almost ran but the man's hand tightened his grip painfully. "Try to run and I'll have you brought back here and you will regret ever being born!" He boy's slender throat bobbed and his green eyes flickered with a hint of his old spirit.

"Y'know, some days I already do," he murmured as he was dragged away.

oOo

Thora was chatting with Ingrid and the brassy blonde-Gerda-when he finally returned. She didn't want to admit it, but she had been getting concerned: the boy had been gone over an hour and the stewards room, while secluded, had been noisy. Hilde and Agnes had both reported hearing noises and Thora, who had discovered her heart wasn't quite as hard as she had imagined, worried at what the boy had endured. They all knew Sundby was cruel and deliberate and he had ruthlessly broken in every whore in the place. Thora knew that he enjoyed the honour, though she was yet to find a worker who had. She just prayed the boy hadn't been hurt too much. But her heart sank as she watched him enter the back room. He was alone and his steps were very uneven and painful. They watched him slink painfully into the corner by the fire, his head down and breathing ragged. He found the smallest corner and sank down to sit with his legs clutched hard against his chest, buried his head in his knees and breathed raggedly. Gerda made a crude comment and Thora watched the boy's shoulders freeze, then start to jerk in a slow, rhythmic motion: he was sobbing. Ingrid joined in the ribbing and Thora felt herself wince at the words.

"I see Sundby rode him hard," Ingrid added.

"Always does. He likes his boys loose and compliant."

"Ulrika said she could hear the boy begging."

"Hope it was for more. Sundby always enjoys mornings more than any other time. Always has more energy and staying power. If you know what I mean."

"Meaning the boy is open for business?"

"Hah! Sundby would have sold him last night if anyone had asked, virgin or no. As long as they pay and they don't kill or maim or run over time, they can do what they want."

Hiccup lifted his tear-streaked face, his wide green eyes filled with pain and fear.

"You were wrong," he said quietly to Thora. "Wasn't fun." He swallowed painfully. As she looked, she saw a developing bruise on his cheek and the fear in his eyes.

"You'll get used to it, love," she told him gently, ignoring the continuing taunts of her friends.

"I hope not," he murmured into his knees.

"It gets easier with time," she assured him. "You learn to treat it like a job, not…a special act." He wrapped his arms harder around his legs.

"Wanted it to be special," he murmured, feeling that dream slip away from his worthless fingers, as all the others had. "And with a girl. Not as some old man's…toy." Then he flicked his gaze up and stiffened in fear as Sundby walked cheerfully in. "Or his," he added fearfully. The steward walked up to the boy, grabbed his hair and dragged him to his feet. The boy desperately grasped his hand to ease the agonising pull on his scalp and he felt himself almost pulled to tip-toes. The steward roughly began to stroke the boy's waist and then dropped his hand to the boy's ass. Hiccup tried to jerk away but the steward tugged harder and he whimpered.

"Keep still!" Sundby sneered. The boy froze and his eyes looked trapped. "If you don't do some work this evening, I will be unhappy and if I get unhappy, I'll make damned sure you feel as unhappy as I do." Hiccup swallowed and gave a tiny nod.

"I-I understand," he whispered. "I-I'll try." Sundby shoved him back and glared at him, then snarled at the boy to get some more water from the well. And, sore as he was, Hiccup hastened to obey him because he would have done almost anything to get away from the man at that moment. But as the cold air hit him and he dragged the empty bucket to the well in the yard, he knew one thing for certain: he was going to do his damnedest to avoid the kind of work Sundby expected.


	2. Chapter 2: Not your business

**Two.**

Stoick the Vast, Chief of the small Viking island of Berk, strode through the docks and scowled at the sailors who swarmed in his way. Named 'the Vast' for very obvious reasons, a six foot nine, four hundred pound warrior usually has little problem in crowds and Stoick was no exception. He adjusted his bear-fur cloak, shifted the sword at his hip and strode on.

Berk-twelve days north of Hopeless and a few degrees south of Freezing To Death i.e. in the absolute middle of nowhere-was one of the most remote of the northern islands of the Barbaric Archipelago, a violent place where Vikings fought dragons and it was kill or be killed. As Chief, he led a trading trip every year to the port on the mainland, accompanied by a selection of his elders. They traded wood, weapons and wool. He laughed: Berk wool was hard and tough-like the inhabitants-but, by the gods, it was hard-wearing and had a market in wear for guards and soldiers. Stoick always drove a hard bargain and always rotated who he brought on the trips so his elders all felt valued. But this year, he was accompanied by his best friend, Gobber the Belch, blacksmith of Berk-and his brother Spitelout, as well as his heir, Spitelout's son Snotlout.

Stoick stared up the hill in the port. His own wife had died in childbirth and his son had been stillborn. The Chief had never remarried so his brother's son would inherit the throne once he was gone. Snotlout wasn't especially bright but was arrogant and overbearing-an ideal viking. And at least he _looked_ like a Viking, with his powerful frame and handsome face. Stock sighed: he often wondered what his own son would have looked like, had he lived. He guessed the lad would be the image of his father: tall, muscular with flaming red hair and grey-green eyes. Then he shook himself: the boy's lifeless corpse had burned with his wife on her funeral boat. Stoick would be the best chief he could be but he would die alone.

There was a commotion ahead and the Chief turned to see the sailors and visitors parting as a shape sprinted through. There were shouts and curses as a slight figure sprinted forward, looking over his shoulder for pursuit-and then he collided with Stoick. The Chief barely noticed but for the fugitive, it was like hitting a _house._ Stoick looked down as the boy bounced off and landed on his rear on the floor, staring up-and up-at the imposing shape with the horned helmet, the flaming red hair and the enormous braided red beard. The dress, the appearance told the boy the huge man facing him was from the Barbaric Archipelago. The cool eyes inspected the skinny boy at his feet and he frowned.

The boy was panting hard and already scrambling to his feet. There was a bruise on his pale, freckled cheek and his auburn hair was wild. His wide, forest green eyes were filled with fear. He stared up at the Chief and glanced over his shoulder. The sounds of steps were closing and there was no way past Stoick.

"Help me!" he breathed urgently. "Please? They want to take me back!"

Stoick stared at him, his eyes bulging. A cold sweat stood out on the back of his neck. The pleading green eyes widened with desperation.

"PLEASE!" he begged. "Please…they want…they want to…" He swallowed and there was real fear on his face. "I will do _ANYTHING…_" He paused. "…_ALMOST _anything," he amended. "Please-take me with you!"

"You…you don't know where I'm going," Stoick told him in a hoarse voice.

"_Anywhere_ is better than here," the boy told him honestly, his eyes swivelling in terror in his head. "I can work. I don't eat much. I don't take up much room. I…I really need your help. Please, get me out of here. They wanna take me back to the whorehouse and I…" His expression finished the sentence even as hands grabbed his skinny shoulders and hauled the boy back. "_Please!"_

"You aren't going anywhere!" a rough voice snarled and two burly men hauled the boy back. He was struggling but their grips looked bruising and Stoick watched them manhandle the boy back and slap him hard across the face.

SLAP!

"What did you say to him?"

SLAP!

"You knew what would happen if you ran!"

SLAP!

"And you ran from your client, boy! Sundby was _very _angry!"

SLAP!

"He's going to have to punish you!"

SLAP!

"Excuse me…" Stoick began and the man delivering the slaps turned back from the sagging boy. His face was hostile but he backed down a little when he realised just how huge and ferocious the Viking behind him was.

"This…_slave_…ran from his owner," he replied sneeringly. "He's a wilful one and we had tried to be gentle but now…he's going to have to learn the hard way!"

SLAP!

"And believe me, boy-you ain't gonna like the the hard way!" the man sneered at the sagging boy, his cheek scarlet with the blows and his eyes bleary with the impacts.

"'m not a slave…" he murmured painfully. The man grabbed him round the throat and tore away at his tunic. The brand was obvious on his white skin. The boy closed his eyes for a moment and looked up with utter shame at the big man before him. His eyes were shining with misery and his lips moved in a final, soundless plea. "_Help me."_

Stoick watched the skinny shape as he was dragged up the road. The Chief watched the boy until he was hauled from sight. And then he shook himself because he was feeling utterly unnerved.

_The boy was the image of his dead wife._

He blinked hard. Not an exact image, of course: the boy was skinny and slight, battered and bruised but he had his wife's auburn hair, the exact wide forest-green eyes and almost the same shaped face. It was impossible, of course, but the image of the pleading boy, of his bowed and defeated shape, taking the harsh blows almost silently kept rerunning through the Chief's brain all evening and the next day. He was quiet as Snotlout boasted about the bearskin his father had bought for the cloak he would need for his duties as Stoick's heir and he tried to smile as Gobber regaled him with the tales of how he had driven the most astonishing bargain for a pile of high grade iron and precious metals for the island. Gobber stared at him.

"…and I have bought yer a rotting fish for yer next birthday, right with yer, Stoick?"

"Mmm, yes, excellent," the Chief said distantly. Gobber clouted him on the shoulder and caused him almost to spill his ale. "What?"

"Yer've not heard a word I said!" he complained. The Chief looked up and dragged himself back to the present.

"You got a great deal for high quality iron and copper, Gobber," the Chief told him.

"And…"

"I met someone last night," he murmured. Gobber's blue eyes sparkled and he eased into the chair by his friend. His long braided blonde moustache swung as he grinned.

"A lucky lady?" he said, nudging the Chief. He had only been dropping broad hints for fifteen years! Stoick glanced up.

"Not as such," he admitted.

"Then who…?

"It's not actually like that, Gobber, and it's a boy!" the Chief snapped.

Gobber dropped his ale.

"Stoick…I never guessed that you…I mean you…"

"GOBBER!" the Chief snapped. "He was a kid, running from his…owners…" Gobber frowned at him.

"He's a slave?" the blacksmith said quietly.

"The boy was terrified," the Chief said softly. "And he had her eyes, Gobber. He had my wife's eyes.." The blacksmith rubbed his forehead with his real hand and sighed.

"Yer should've taken another wife," he said gently but Stoick's eyes hardened.

"There was never anyone but Val," he said stubbornly. "But that boy has her eyes, her hair…and he was begging me for help." Gobber stared at him with a roll of the eyes. He knew his friend well and there was an odd inflection in his gruff voice that suggested he wasn't going to let this lie.

"I suppose nothing I can say will actually make a difference, will it?

"Not a word," the Chief told him.

"Good," Gobber said absently. "Be careful. This boy is clearly trouble. It's not your business!" Stoick rose and jammed his helmet on his head.

"No, it's not," he said as he rose and stomped up the hill.


	3. Chapter 3: Everything is for sale

**Three.**

He knew the whorehouse. Everyone who visited the port did. Stoick was a man without a wife and sometimes, buying affection where company was needed to ease his loneliness for a while. So it wasn't a stretch to walk to the building as dusk fell and enter, as so many others did. He took a seat in the front room and accepted the pitcher of mead, then scanned the room. The decor was rudimentary: wooden walls with shields and plates; the small windows shuttered; woven rugs on the floor and high-backed wooden chairs and benches by the small tables. Ale and mead was plentiful and the lamps and fire kept the room warm and just bright enough. The women were clean and professional-looking as they lounged on the benches waiting for clients but the shape he sought amongst them was absent. After a pause, where he seemed to be weighing his options and privately debating how much he actually wanted to do this, he gestured to the steward and leaned close.

"I heard…you had a boy…" he murmured in a low voice. The man's eyes were mocking and he leaned closer, his knowing sneer making the Chief's huge fists bunch.

"I fear he is…indisposed today," he murmured. "I hate to disappoint you, sir. Maybe in a couple of days he will be free to service your…" Stoick leaned closer and felt in his belt pouch, then drew out three silver coins. He silently showed them to the steward. He knew the man was lying.

"If the boy is unfit for...action...then perhaps I can _talk_ to him instead," the Chief said, adding a fourth. The steward was clearly fighting a war in himself: then he snatched the coins as gracefully as he could manage and nodded.

"This way, sir," he said unctuously. "It will take a few moments to prepare the boy. He has been…a little under the weather." Stoick nodded curtly and allowed himself to be led to a small room with a bed, a table and a chair. He settled his bulk on the chair and stared at the door. His heart was racing, his entire body tense. What would he find? Was his mind playing tricks? Had he imagined it?

But as a quarter hour passed, he wondered if he had been cheated and he grasped his sword and made to rise. And then the door opened and the skinny, listing shape cautiously entered. The Chief stared as the boy waited nervously by the door, his face downcast and half-hidden behind messy auburn hair. The man beckoned him in and warily, painfully, the boy slowly advanced a few steps, the chains on his legs jingling. He swallowed.

"What can I do for you, sir?" he asked in a fearful voice. He gave a slight shiver and the man beckoned him closer. With a slight pause. the boy reluctantly advanced.

"Look at me!" the Chief commanded. The boy-clearly very wary but more frightened of the steward and whatever the man had threatened him with-lifted his face, his green eyes scared. Stoick gave a sigh: they were Valka's eyes. Her colour, her shape, even the long lashes… The boy's face was very bruised, an eye closing and welts dark on his pale skin. He was moving very hesitantly, hinting at a lot more bruising that wasn't obvious. Stoick gestured to the bed but the boy gave him a betrayed look and stubbornly remained standing.

"What do you want, sir?" he asked softly. There was certainly the trace of an Archipelago accent and Stoick wondered where the boy had come from.

"Are you alright?" he asked. The boy froze and gave a forced smile.

"Right as rain," he lied and winced as he shifted his position slightly.

"Alright-what did they do to you?" the Chief asked. Hiccup hesitated, recalling the stern injunction he had been placed under: _don't tell him anything. Or else…_ But what more could Sundby do to him? Then he stared at the stern Viking and his eyes narrowed.

"What does it matter to you?" he asked suddenly.

"You asked for my help," Stoick reminded him gruffly. The boy flinched and his eyes suddenly flared with recognition.

"Yesterday!" the boy snapped back. "I asked for your help _yesterday_ when I had broken out. When I needed protecting against his men. When I needed someone to stop them taking me back. I needed help _yesterday! _Now…" He gestured to his ankles, to shackles clamped around his legs and gave a grim smile. "It's too late now…" Stock jerked to his feet.

"What did they do you?" he snapped and the boy back-pedalled and almost tripped over his feet. He fell back across the bed and stared up, his eyes suddenly wide with fear as Stoick advanced on him. He cringed and his face lost all defiance.

"Please…" he breathed. "Don't…" He was hyperventilating and his eyes shimmered with tears. The Chief took an awkward step back as the boy struggled to a sitting position.

"Boy?" he murmured. "Easy, lad-I won't hurt you…" The boy gave a pained grimace.

"He said that as well," he said in a tiny voice. He was trembling. Stock took a step closer and dropped to a knee to stare into the battered face.

"What did he do to you?" he breathed. The boy looked away.

"What he felt he was allowed," he said tonelessly.

"To his slave," Stoick probed gently. The boy winced.

"I'm not a slave," he murmured obstinately. His cheeks were flushed with shame.

"You are marked," the Chief told him gently. He had seen the brand. The boy sagged and rested a hand against his middle. He shook his head "Do you work here?" The boy shook his head again.

"No, I haven't…" he said urgently, his green eyes wide with the plea once more. "I-I ran because I wouldn't…I refused…" He took a shuddering breath. "He was my first c-customer and I ran away…" He stared at the floor. "I-I knew he would be so mad but I couldn't…couldn't face…" His words faded into jagged breaths, the boy's eyes closing as he tried to stop his tears coming. He flung his arm across his face. "I'm sorry…" he muttered. The Chief reached out and caught the boy by his shoulders and pulled his arm away. Hiccup froze, not daring to move. He was trembling hard so the Chief just stared at the lad.

"What did they do to you?" he asked gently. Trapped, the boy stared at the floor and took a couple of deep breaths. What did it matter what this man knew? He would never see him again after he left this room.

"They brought me back," he said quietly. "They beat me once I was back. Then I was locked in the small room and told I would be isolated for two days. Sundby came in and whipped me." He gave a wan smile. "I-I've had worse," he managed in a self-conscious attempt at bravery. "And then they left me in there. Just some water. No food. It was pretty cold. And when he thought I had had long enough to lie in pain and think over what they would do to me, he came back. again. And this time he didn't bring his whip." He swallowed. He was studying the floor furiously and the Chief realised he didn't want to say more.

"How old are you?" the Chief asked him. His green eyes flicked up.

"Fifteen, I think," he admitted. The Chief gave a slight nod and the boy found himself wanting to tell, to connect with another human being. "My mother died birthing me and my father rejected me. I was to be floated out with my mother's corpse on her funeral ship so my aunt-the midwife-kept me and they took me to another island and raised me."

"So how did you end up in chains?" the Chief asked him. The boy grimaced, his skinny shape slowly calming as he was able to concentrate on his story.

"When I was twelve, they died and shortly after, our island was attacked," he admitted slowly, his voice flat. "The fighting was fierce and our tribe was badly harmed. Many died and the attackers promised to leave if they could take slaves to pay for their losses." He gave a grim smile. "The rest of the tribe decided I could be spared and I was given to them to sell. I ended up…in chains, under a master in Berserk. He wasn't very kind." He paused and the space was filled with a world of pain. The lad lifted his chin slightly before he continued. "I served there for a year until he wearied of me and sold me on. I was a farm-slave in Meathead lands for a few months but they decided I was too weak and no amount of beating me would make me bigger and stronger. So I was sold again. The next master was a ship captain and trader and he was worse: he almost worked me to death and he whipped me incessantly. He was very cruel. He just enjoyed making me bleed."

There was another pause and the Chief stared at the skinny shape, the thin arms and legs folded around the battered body. The boy had endured some desperate times. "Eventually, I escaped and jumped ship. I ended up here, trying to conceal the fact I am runaway. But I'm not really dock-hand material and eventually, I couldn't feed myself. There was nowhere else I could go except…here." He shuddered. "But I never told anyone about my brand…until Sundby found out when he…" And then he pressed his eyes closed, his arm flung across his face in a vain attempt to conceal his shame. He flushed bright red.

"What's your name?" Stoick asked him softly. The boy sighed.

"Hiccup," he admitted. And he winced. He paused then glanced up at the Chief, exploring the large face and kindly eyes above the enormous beard. "Aren't…aren't you going to laugh or comment or tell me what it means?" he asked slowly.

"I assume you know," Stoick told him easily. "And from your face, most people make fun of it. A couple of my ancestors were Hiccups. Never held them back." _Much,_ he added silently. The boy frowned. "My name is Stoick. I come from Berk." Hiccup stared at him and then nodded. He knew of the place.

"Northern Archipelago," he murmured. "Three days from Berserk. Not that I liked it there," he added quickly. "I-I know you guys don't get on with Berserkers. Never really liked them either." He offered a wan smile. "So why are you here, sir?" he asked. The Chief looked uncomfortable.

"I should have helped you yesterday," he apologised. "But you looked very like someone I knew. I was surprised…" The boy stared at him warily. Stoick's hands were still on his shoulders.

"Erm, you're not gonna suddenly throw me on the bed and…well, you know, are you?" he asked suspiciously. He was tensing again. "I-I know Sundby said you only wanted to talk but I-I guess if you wanted to do anything, I couldn't stop you…" The Chief stared at him. He was deeply insulted by the insinuation but he could see the defensive light in the boy's eyes. The lad had already been more abused than he deserved and the Chief had failed him.

"No," he murmured slowly. "You remind me of someone I lost. My dead son would be around your age had he lived. You asked for my help. I just wanted to see…that you were okay." The boy sagged suddenly. He just felt too tired to deny it any more.

"I'm not," he admitted in a small voice. "Once he's finished with my punishment, I'll be offered up to the customers and I'll be made to go through it. And I-I-I…" His voice was breaking now and the Chief suddenly saw the frightened boy, faced with the act he feared. He wrapped his arms round the skinny boy and, after a long moment where he resisted, he fell into the Chief's embrace, his thin shape pressing against the huge man and wrapping his arms around his neck. He buried his face in the man's huge chest and Stoick felt him sobbing quietly, clinging to the stranger as the only person who had offered him any physical comfort for years. The Chief held him hard enough to let him know he was there, while gently stroking the boy's back…and feeling the flinches as he pressed his whip-gashes. Finally, Hiccup stiffened and pulled away and the Chief let him.

"Can I do anything?" Stoick asked him gently. He felt so strongly that he needed to help this battered and terrified boy. Hiccup shook his head.

"No," he said quietly. "But…thank you, sir. You have been kind." And then the door opened and Sundby entered.

"Time's up," he said brusquely and Hiccup stiffened, catching his expression. He guessed that he would pay for his talk. He nodded, bowed his head and walked painfully back to the steward.

"Thank you again, sir," he said in a defeated tone. "And…goodbye." And then he was gone, escorted from the room like an errant slave and Stoick narrowed his eyes angrily. He didn't believe in slavery and was shocked this boy could be imprisoned so cruelly. The tale of his slavery made the Chief's blood boil: the boy had been orphaned and despite being free-born, he was just handed over by his tribe to slavery. The fact he had the courage to escape but had been finally recaptured and treated so cruelly also made him furious. And he was certain that the steward was abusing the boy in every way possible. He forced himself to consider the situation: it really _wasn't _his business what happened with this thin and scared boy. The law was very clear: he was a runaway and belonged to the man who owned him or the man who caught him. If he chose to use the boy in the whorehouse, beat, whip or even kill him, then it _wasn't his concern. _

But then he recalled the plea in those wide green eyes and the desperate voice that had begged for help. The shuddering shoulders as the boy fought his fear of being used as a whore and the feel of the skinny arms tightening around his neck as he held the lad. Long buried paternal instincts suddenly swirled into life and he felt determined to save the boy from the horrible fate that waited him. He rose abruptly, Gobber's warning echoing in his ears, and stamped after them.

The steward and his prisoner had only made it to the main room when a large and drunken Viking grabbed Hiccup and snatched him from the steward's hands.

"You said he wasn't available!" he growled. He jerked Hiccup closer and then boy went rigid, his eyes wide with fear. The man stroked his ass roughly and his hand snagged the tunic. Then he lunged his face at the boy, pressing his lips over Hiccup's and snaring the resisting boy in a brutal kiss. The man kept stroking his ass as he crushed the boy's lips under his, trying to force his tongue into his mouth. "I want him," he mumbled. The steward looked at the panicking boy and gave a cruel smile. Hiccup was struggling but the man crushed the boy in his grasp.

"He's double price this evening," he said, seeing the drunken man was lusty and determined and the man-as expected-handed over a small number of coins without even taking his mouth off the boy's. The steward nodded and spread his hands.

"All yours," he said. "I can give you room…"

"Where?" the Viking growled, sucking at the boy's neck. Hiccup was shaking like a leaf, still struggling. Sundby gestured to the nearest available space-a room just off the main room-and the man dragged the resisting boy into the small space, slamming the door. Hiccup clawed at the man's face, getting the man to let him go for a moment in which he could stumble back and press his battered shape against the wall.

"No," he said. The drunken man advanced on him, his face beet red with rage. He snatched the boy's hair and dealt him a vicious blow.

"You don't get no say!" he snarled and threw the boy across the room. Hiccup scrambled up, fighting against the short chain between his shackles. Then a hand fisted his hair and the Viking turned the boy, ignoring the narrow, hard bed and roughly bending him over the table. He dragged his leggings down to his shackled ankles and leaning close.

"Take it like a man!" he snarled. "If I want you sobbing like a baby, I'll tell you!"

"No," the boy begged, tears leaking down his face. The Viking slapped him hard.

"They said you was feisty," he hissed. "But if you resist, boy, I'll have Sundby whip the hide off you. Understand?" And he fumbled with his own breeches as the boy closed his eyes, praying to the gods that this was all a horrible nightmare.

"P-please, d-don't..." Hiccup sobbed, shaking his head. There was no hope now: he would be raped here, just off the main room and he just hoped Stoick would leave and never know how shamefully he had been used. The man was already ready, resting against him and he was struggling, writhing and pulling against the man's rough grasp on his hair. The Viking looked up, gave a nasty grin and forced himself forward.

The wild scream of pain echoed in the room and Hiccup felt his entire body tense against the intrusion. The man slapped him so hard that the boy saw stars streaking across his vision and he gave a pained gasp as the grip on his hair tightened. The Viking lunged forward again, dragging another pained scream from the boy.

"WHERE IS HE?" Stoick snarled as he stamped into the main room. Sundby was there but the boy wasn't and he guessed the steward-who quite clearly had locked him up, whipped him and probably raped him-wouldn't trust the runaway to lock himself up again. The other patrons, whores and bystanders all parted as he closed on the steward.

"I got an offer, a very generous offer!" Sundby sneered, his face cruel. "The boy can earn his keep…"

The scream echoed through the room and the whores looked up in shock and concern. They knew that their business depended on the illusion of willingness and enjoyment: no one wanted to hear someone screaming and begging not to be hurt. Thora tensed and her eyes darkened with concern.

_He's a shy lad, a boy who doesn't want the company of men. He's being tortured by Sundby and we all know it, _she thought and glanced at the big Viking, the man with the flaming beard. She sidled forward and draped herself over him and while he tensed and made to push her away, she tightened her grasp on his arm. Her whole mien was that of a very generous and blatant offer but not the offer Sundby imagined. She leaned close to his ear.

"If you have any mercy, you'll get him out of here," she breathed. "That room there, on the right!" He stared at her and his lips moved.

"Thank you," he said in a low voice. She slapped him and flounced away, her expression suggesting he had made an improper comment-and went to sit by Gerda as the big Viking shoved the steward aside and stormed in the direction she had indicated. The screams were more urgent and far more desperate.

Hiccup was lost, pain swathing his shape as the Viking continued his pleasure. He just rested his head on the table as the man continued. Tears were streaming down his face, his voice was hoarse with screaming and he just prayed that Stoick would never know what happened to him. But then the door slammed open and the voice that echoed through the room made him shrivel inside and wish the floor would open up and swallow him.

"GET AWAY FROM HIM!" Stoick snarled as he stamped into the room. Hiccup buried his face into the table, not wanting to see the man's face at his state. Stoick was blinded with rage as he closed on the Viking who had Hiccup helpless. With a nasty grin, the Viking continued his ride, lunging forward again, drawing another pained cry from the battered boy. Then Stoick grabbed him and threw him across the room. The Viking growled, enraged at the interruption of his fun.

"I paid for that!" he shouted and ran, half-naked, at the huge Chief of Berk. His fists swung but Stoick was sober and furious and a far better warrior anyway. He blocked the blows and his fists swung again, the crack of fist on flesh loud in the small room. The Viking flew back with a crash, his drunken shape slamming against the wall. With a groan, he slumped bonelessly on the bed.

Then he turned, breathing hard, his face scarlet with anger. He scanned the room and saw the shape, cowering under the table. Hiccup had managed to reassemble his clothing but had just crawled under the table and curled up like a small animal, his arms thrown across his tear-streaked face. And then the Chief dropped to a knee in front of the table and stretched out his hand.

"D-don't…" Hiccup whispered.

Stoick stared at the bowed shape and calmed his breathing.

"Come with me," he breathed. "I promised I wouldn't hurt you. I thought I had some time…some time to do this right…" The boy lowered his arms and heard it then-the decision to rescue him. The apology that while he had made his determination, the steward had sold him. Shaking with shock, his small hand grasped Stoick's huge paw and allowed himself to be lifted into Stoick's powerful arms. Stoick looked down onto the skinny shape, the messy auburn mop and shining green eyes, shadowed with fear and pain and felt the boy shivering.

But as he emerged, the steward was waiting with his two henchmen-the two who had captured the boy the previous day.

"That's mine," Sundby sneered, pointing at the shape huddled in the Chief's arms. Hiccup stiffened and Stoick felt the jolt of terror run through him. He stood back and motioned the men forward. Stoick backed away, his eyes flicking from man to man. These henchmen were not seasoned warriors, merely dockhands who hurt others for pay. Stoick had fought a dozen wars and battles to protect his tribe and he didn't hesitate as he shifted Hiccup so he was held in one arm, the other drawing his sword. He leaned forward, his weight onto the balls of his feet and he gave a nasty grin.

"Take another step only if you want to visit Valhalla," Stoick sneered. The men, too stupid to listen, rushed him and the Chief used his sword as a bludgeon, battering the men back, a foot swinging out to take down the third man who thought to flank the chief. Stoick spun, backhanding the last man standing and watching him crash onto a small table, smashing it. There was shattered earthenware all over the place and spilled drinks. Many patrons had departed because they didn't fancy any attention from the guards, though some were standing at the side, protecting their ales and cheering wildly. They were _Vikings,_ after all and they appreciated a good dose of mayhem. The whores had withdrawn but Thora and Gerda stayed, watching the confrontation and the fate of the boy.

"That. Slave. Is. Mine." Sundby's words were emphasised and the Chief turned to him, his naked sword still raised. He felt Hiccup bury his face in his chest. The steward had really terrorised the boy. He shook his head.

"I'll take him," he growled. Sundby laughed in his face.

"He's not for sale!" Sundby sneered. Stoick laughed in his face.

"This is a whorehouse," he mocked. "_Everything_ is for sale.' Sundby grabbed at the boy.

"Not him," he snarled. "He's lied to me and run for the last time. I want him broken and begging to work…" Stoick felt rather than heard the groan that shuddered through the boy and that crystallised his resolve. He punched the steward-hard-and as he slammed back, the Chief sheathed his sword and tightened his grasp on the boy. Then, deliberately, he fumbled in his pouch and slammed a dozen coins down on the board: they were smaller than earlier, but made of gold.

"This will more than cover his price," he said grimly, "since I know you paid nothing for him. I will deal with him." Hiccup stiffened in fear but the steward eyed the coins for only a moment before placing his hand over them.

"Deal with him," he hissed, "and you'll find what trouble that little bastard is!" Stoick stared coldly into his face.

"He is now property of Stoick the Vast, Chief of Berk!" he announced. And with that, the skinny, sobbing shape in his arms, he stalked out of the door and into the night.


	4. Chapter 4: A cold welcome

**Four.**

Once the cold air hit him, Stoick slowed his pace and shifted the boy in his arms. Hiccup was squirming and the man realised he was trying to adjust his clothing again. The boy stopped fidgeting as he managed a measure of success and the Chief stared into the bright green eyes. Hiccup was breathing fast and his damp face was scared.

"Thank you," he whispered. He was still trembling hard though wracked with shame at being traded like a piece of meat. The Chief began striding down the incline towards the docks again.

"Do you have somewhere to go?" he asked the boy gruffly. Hiccup's face panicked. _Surely he couldn't be so cruel as to abandon him to starvation and death-or recapture?_

"N-no!" he stammered. "That's why-why I ended there…" His scrawny shape tensed.

"Anyone?"

"N-no…" The boy felt the arms tighten around him. He grabbed his courage and took a quick breath. "Can-can I come with you?" Stoick stared ahead as they jogged down the hill. Then he nodded.

"Of course," he said gruffly. The boy stared up into the big face.

"You-you never said you were the Chief," he murmured. Stoick give a wry grin.

"You never asked," he told the boy. Hiccup grimaced.

"No, sorry," he murmured. "I was scared that if I asked you anything, you would tell me something that would ruin the illusion." Stoick stared into the green eyes.

"What illusion?" he asked suspiciously. The boy's eyes were candid.

"That you might for a moment care for me," he said softly. "That you asked for me because you wanted to see me, not because you might want to…want to hurt me…" The Chief stopped and stared at the scrawny shape in his arms.

"I will never hurt you," he promised the boy. The boy looked up and cuffed the tears from his face. He nodded.

"Thank you, sir," he said softly. Then he grimaced as he shifted his battered shape.

"Are you alright?" he asked and the boy closed his eyes. He shook his head as they weaved through the sailors on the docks.

"I'll survive," he said quietly. "Thanks to you, sir. " The Chief walked straight ahead and the way parted to let him through. The boy felt himself shifted slightly in the big man's arms as the Chief approached a mooring and stepped easily onto a sturdy boat. Hiccup shivered as he was lowered to his feet.

"STOICK!" The shout was loud and over-familiar and the boy saw a large shape with high horned helmet, blue eyes and long blond braided moustache. The man had a right peg-leg and a hook for a left hand. The man looked unabashedly at the skinny boy and then up at the Chief. "Hmm, so you couldn't leave alone," he added. He stared closer. "See what you mean, though," he added. Hiccup felt his cheeks scorch with embarrassment at the close inspection.

"The boy is coming with us, Gobber," the Chief said clearly. The blacksmith frowned.

"He's a slave, isn't he?" he asked thoughtfully, his eyes lingering on the chains on his legs. Hiccup dropped his eyes and stared furiously at the deck. "You know what they'll say?"

"I had to get him out of there," Stoick told him gruffly. "He was in danger." The blacksmith stared at the hunched little shape, his head down and cheeks wet. He frowned. There were bloodstains on the back of his tunic and the blacksmith realised that the boy had been whipped recently. And he was trembling hard. There was blood on his leggings as well and Gobber, though brash and largely insensitive, could see what the young man had suffered. He cast a glance at his friend: the boy _did_ bear a strong resemblance to Stoick's dead wife Valka and he knew his friend would want to protect the boy for that reason. He scratched his chin thoughtfully. Unfortunately, Stoick hadn't thought the thing through.

"Wow, Uncle-you shouldn't have!" The brash voice belonged to Snotlout, the heir to Berk. The boy topped Hiccup almost by a head and was twice his width. His bulging muscles matched the Viking ideal though his clear blue eyes and black hair were the opposite to his Uncle. The boy grinned and walked round the bowed boy. He grinned and it wasn't an especially charitable grin. "A slave! Oh, I'm gonna have fun with this!" His father followed him and his icy blue eyes were even less charitable.

"It's a toothpick!" he sneered. Hiccup flinched.

"Not that I'm ungrateful but I didn't think we even kept slaves!" Snotlout added, grasping the boy's skinny arm and pulling a disparaging face.

"We don't!" Stoick snapped and folded his arms. "The boy is being set free and is coming back to Berk-_as my guest!_" Spitelout looked at his brother as if he had gone mad. He grasped the Chief's arm and leaned close to him as Snotlout poked and prodded the hunched shape.

"Stoick, that boy is clearly a slave and whatever has been done to him-and I think it's pretty obvious-has sullied him beyond any decent company," he said in a low voice. "Are you sure he isn't tricking you, brother? You risk your honour by associating with this…slave. Men will talk that you bring him for…unspeakable purposes." Stoick stared at the skinny shape, the hunched shoulders and rapid breaths. He recalled the terrified look in the boy's face and shook his head.

"I believe he is what he appears," he growled. "A boy who needs a break. I have given him my protection. Gobber-please see to the chains!" The big blacksmith hobbled to the boy's side and nudged his shoulder.

"Come with me, boy," he said and Hiccup stole a glance at the Chief but the man was talking rapidly with his brother and heir and he realised the man was far too important to bother with his concerns or anxieties. He should just be grateful that Stoick had gotten him out of Sundby's clutches. So he lifted his chin and warily followed the big Viking. Gobber was still quick on his peg leg but Hiccup's shackled ankles reduced the boy to an ungainly shuffle that ground to a halt as the man vanished down the steep ladder to the hold. Hiccup paused and stared after the man. He didn't want to make the man angry so he grasped the side and took a clumsy hop onto the first step. He couldn't move his legs enough to step down to the next step so he had to bounce down. He managed three stairs before he tripped over his own feet then pitched forward and fell hard to the deck below.

Gobber spun in shock at the thud and saw the boy curl up, raising his hands to cradle his head, which had taken a heavy bang against the wood. He was breathing heavily and the blacksmith rapidly limped back to bend down over the boy. Hiccup lifted his head slightly and then curled up again, tensing for a blow as he saw the man leaning over him.

"I'm sorry," he gasped. "I-I'll t-try not t-to do it again…" The blacksmith stared at him in shock and laid a hand on his shoulder. The boy flinched and curled up tighter.

"Are you alright?" Gobber asked him quietly. The boy shuddered and gave an urgent nod.

"Y-yes," he murmured quickly. "I-I didn't mean to…"

"I shoulda thought," the blacksmith said, hauling the boy up by his collar. "Let's see. Hmm-yer'll have a fine lump there…to match yer other ones, if I'm any judge." Hiccup winced and took a limping step forward.

"I-I'm fine, sir," he said. Gobber frowned but calmly walked forward and ended at a trunk which he opened. The boy hung back, peering around him and seeing a selection of blacksmithing tools. He frowned as the man turned, grabbed him and plonked him on another trunk.

"Easy, laddie," the blacksmith said, grasping a large saw. "We'll have these off in a moment." Hiccup stiffened and peered past him. Having a one-handed man near his ankles with a saw that could slice through a tree trunk wasn't filling him with confidence. He took a quick breath.

"W-wouldn't the long-nosed pliers be a bit…" his eyes lingered on Gobber's peg leg, "…safer?" The blacksmith gave a dismissive gesture.

"Nah, they'll just twist the chains from the shackles while this…" and he waved the saw eagerly, "…will cut right through!"

"My ankle as well," Hiccup muttered. The blacksmith glanced up sharply.

"You've got a smart mouth, boy," he commented.

"Like having two feet as well," Hiccup replied. "How 'bout the chisel? At least its more precise." Gobber frowned and stared at the boy.

"You don't have confidence in me?" he asked sharply. Hiccup sighed and bowed his head.

"No, I am very grateful," he said defeatedly. "I just don't want to lose a leg…" Gobber brandished his hook irritably.

"Never lost a limb yet!" he pronounced brashly. Hiccup couldn't help raising an eyebrow. "In the forge," he added after a pregnant moment. The boy gave a wan smile. Then the blacksmith stared at him. "Did you say 'long-nosed pliers'?" Hiccup nodded.

"Erm, yes," he admitted. He pointed. "We used to use them…" Gobber put the saw down.

"You used these?" he asked, brandishing the tool. Hiccup nodded.

"My uncle ran the forge," he admitted. "I helped him from when I was six or seven." He gave a slight smile. "My aunt used to have kittens over the burns! They thought if I had a trade, then when they passed, I would have a place, a use to the tribe." Then his face fell and he stared at the floor. "Didn't work out," he admitted softly. "When we were attacked, I was the first one they handed over to the slavers." Gobber stared into the bruised face, seeing the hurt in the forest green eyes.

"Yer worked in a forge?" he repeated. Hiccup nodded. "Oh, yer perfect!" the blacksmith added. Hiccup frowned and scooched back a little from the big man.

"Erm…what-what do you mean?" he asked nervously. Gobber saw the flare of fear and sighed.

"Easy, lad-I'm not about to throw you down and ravish you!" he told the lad testily. Hiccup shuddered and the man realised his jibe had hit far too close to the mark. He stilled and stared at the skinny shape, seeing the trembling in his hands. The blacksmith felt his stomach sink at the realisation and forced his voice to be calm and softer than his usual brash delivery. "What happened to you?" he asked. Hiccup shook his head.

"I ran out of options," he admitted ashamedly. "Options, luck, food, friends, home and finally the right to call myself a free man." He paused and stared at the floor. "Well, I suppose starving or freezing to death are technically _options _but not really very appetising ones. And I never asked for any of it." His eyes flicked up. "Please-I'm not trying to trick anyone, no matter what that man says. I just-just wanted to get out of there before they hurt me any more."

_More. They had already hurt you, hadn't they,_ Gobber realised and sighed. The lad would need careful handling and it would take some consideration. So he deftly wrenched the chains from the shackles then paused and grabbed a leg, lifting it to inspect the workmanship. He sniffed.

"Pretty poor," he grumbled, ignoring the panic in the boy's eyes at the uninvited contact. "I can snap the hinge to get them away..." Hiccup very slowly pulled his leg away.

"If you give me the tools, I-I'll handle it, sir," Hiccup said warily. He had visions of losing his foot if this madman started prising away at his shackles.

"Name's Gobber the Belch," the blacksmith introduced himself. The boy took a resigned breath.

"Hiccup," he replied and waited. Gobber eyed him thoughtfully.

"Aye, you are at that," he commented dryly. The boy looked up as the man handed him the pliers. "Knock yourself out, boy. "

He nodded and limped away, towards the steps. Hiccup stared at the pliers for a long moment, then slowly, cautiously scooted across the trunk and painfully levered himself to his feet. He was limping but he leaned forward and carefully located a chisel and a small mallet. Shifting the tools so he could hold the hammer in his left hand, he lined up the chisel with the hinge, cocked his head and adjusted the position once-then dealt a single, deft blow and smashed the lock. The shackle fell away. He repeated the act with the other shackle and finally, he was unfettered. Carefully, he placed the tools back in the trunk, including the pliers and then gently closed the top. He turned round-to find Gobber a mere yard away.

"Yer've got some moves and a nice touch," Gobber noted quietly. The boy stared into his face and his green eyes lit with a small touch of pride.

"Thanks," he said quietly. "Those are nice tools." Gobber nodded in acknowledgement at the compliment. He was beginning to like the boy.

"So…six years before yer uncle died," he mused. Hiccup nodded though his eyes shadowed with memory.

"I enjoyed working with metal," he admitted. "I could create something…with my own Hiccup twist sometimes…" And he gave a brief, shy smile but then he sighed. "No one credited a skinny boy with any skills. I did what I could. But in the end, it didn't seem to be enough." Gobber clapped him on the shoulder and he hissed in pain at the pressure on his whip wounds. Oblivious, the blacksmith repeated the action.

"Yer know, I've been thinking about getting an apprentice," he mused. "Interested?" Hiccup stared up into the face and saw kindness and a genuine offer in there. He nodded and managed a small smile.

"If Chief Stoick allows, I would like nothing more," he admitted. Gobber wrapped a hand around his shoulder and steered the boy back to the steps.

"Stoick will want you to have something you want to do," he said cheerfully, "and if you help me, all the better! I'm his right hook man!" He paused and leaned closer. "Though yer probably better not say that too loud. He doesn't take too kindly to…being reminded." He tapped the side of his nose. "Know what I mean?" Hiccup gave an uncomprehending nod as they reached the steps and the boy had to scramble up on his hands and feet before staggering onto the deck. Stoick was nowhere to be seen and Gobber clapped the boy on the shoulder once more and ambled off towards the dock. The boy glanced around and wearily made his way to the furthest corner of the ship and settled down.

No one was paying him any attention and though he felt vulnerable, he hunkered down further. He wrapped his arms around his aching body. It was late and he was cold and hungry-but it was infinitely better than being back in the whorehouse. He closed his eyes. He couldn't tell Stoick that he had spent the day after his recapture and the savage whipping that had followed curled in the little room, fearing the turn of the key in the lock and the arrival of Sundby who had raped him again. He flung his arms across his face. He would do anything for the man who saved him. Even if he kept Hiccup as a slave, he would not run: he owed Stoick too much to betray him. He would work his hands to the bone if he asked. He blinked. _He had hugged him._

He stared up at the mast, the sail furled. He could recall the symbol of Berk was a dragon impaled on a sword, for the island was at more or less constant war with dragons who incessantly raided it. The people were tough: the Berserkers had been disparaging about them but Hiccup realised that they suffered and died in the raids. His aunt had told him a lot about Berk: she had been fond of the place which had been her home. Then he shivered. Anywhere was better than the port.

The sounds of steps caused him to look up and the black-haired boy, Snotlout, and his father approached him, standing over the huddled shape. Hiccup glanced up, his green eyes wary at the cold glances raining down on him. Uncomfortable, he got to his feet with a wince. They looked hostile and he felt himself grow anxious.

"Can-can I help you?" he asked hesitantly. The man scowled, his blue eyes remote.

"You know you can't stay, don't you?" he said. Hiccup felt fear freeze his heart.

"Wh-what?" he murmured. Spitelout leaned closer.

"You know he is Chief of Berk?" he hissed. Hiccup nodded stupidly.

"He-he said when he paid for me," he stuttered.

"Oh gods, it can't even talk properly!" Snotlout scoffed.

"Bet he told you he lost his son, too," Spitelout sneered. The boy hesitated.

_You remind me of someone I lost. My dead son would be around your age had he lived. _

"Y-yes…" he said hesitantly. "But-but he only told me after he had come to see me. I-I never knew before, if that's what you're thinking…"

"It's happened before," Spitelout said accusingly. Hiccup felt his heart sink into his boots.

"Oh, gods," he breathed. He shook his head. "No-no, I-I didn't." He began to shiver. "Please-you-you can't think that I-I would…" His breaths started hitching and he felt his throat too thick to talk. What they were implying was horrible and he knew then that they wouldn't want him.

"You know you're a bed slave, boy," the man told him accusingly. "A whore in all but name. And him bringing you back…harms him. He's a good man. He doesn't deserve to be exploited by you. To be harmed by you." Hiccup shook his head.

"I-I just wanted to get out of there," he protested desperately. Spitelout grabbed the boy and slapped his hand over his mouth. He nodded to another man.

"Get his arms, Ack! We should take him back to the whorehouse. Maybe we can get Stoick's money back as well!" Hiccup struggled with all his might but his battered and scrawny body was no match for the warriors and despite using every ounce of his strength he soon found himself dragged back through the front door of the whorehouse and into the main room. His eyes widened in horror as he saw Sundby, speaking to a customer until he caught sight of the struggling boy. The man's face twisted into a very nasty smile, the bruise dark on his cheek.

"I knew you'd be back, boy-and this time you'll never leave!" he menaced. Hiccup just trembled, his eyes wide with terror and tears starting in his gaze. He was lost.


	5. Chapter 5: Lost and Found

**Five.**

Hiccup felt his entire body clench in terror as the steward of the whorehouse, Sundby, inspected him with cruel, triumphant eyes. His fist clenched. "I knew you'd be back, boy-and this time you'll never leave!" he menaced. Hiccup struggled against the grips holding him, his eyes wide with terror and tears starting in his gaze.

"N-no," he breathed pleadingly. "P-please…I-I c-can't d-do this…" Sundby fisted his hair and stared into the terrified face.

"I will break you, boy and then I will watch you beg to be ridden by our roughest clients!" he shouted. The boy cringed back into the man holding him, his body shuddering in fear. The man-Ack-looked very uncomfortable and he cast a questioning glance at Spitelout. The man was cold and oblivious but Snotlout was looking as uncomfortable: though he sneered at the smaller boy's weakness and wounds, he could see the terror was real and the threats were not ones he would want to face. He glanced up to Ack and gave a slight nod. The big Viking looked almost relieved as his grip loosened on the boy and Hiccup took his chance, kicking Sundby in the groin, breaking free and running.

Spitelout turned in rage on his son but Snotlout frowned back and marched from the whorehouse, leaving Sundby clutching at his abused assets and screaming for his thugs to go and track down the boy. The Heir to Berk strode down the hill, his angry father and fellow tribesman at his back. He felt safe but knew now the other boy wasn't. He wouldn't admit it to anyone but he knew now that what they had done was wrong.

When they arrived back, Stoick was on the boat and shouting for the boy. His face was frantic. He grabbed Snotlout as soon as he stepped off the gangplank. "Have you seen him? The boy-Hiccup? Where is he?" The Heir was taken aback.

"Er-er… he left," he lied automatically. "He-he said he had someone to see…" Stoick's face hardened and Snotlout back-pedalled.

"He _has_ no one!" he snapped.

"Oh, _that's_ what he told you?" Spitelout sneered. Stoick turned to him, his eyes narrowing.

"Brother?" he probed, his fists tightening.

"You know he was just using you?" Spitelout taunted him. "He's a body-slave, working as a whore…" Stoick took a breath and his voice was dangerously soft.

"I know," he said. "I saw him there. He escaped and I saw him beaten and dragged back. When I got back, he had been severely beaten and whipped. He was frightened. Then I heard him screaming. He was being raped, brother-and screaming every instant of the time. I couldn't leave him. I bought him. I promised that I would not hurt him!"

"Eh, he fooled you well…" Spitelout sneered.

"He was being assaulted!" Stoick shouted. "He was begging for help. I can tell a real plea from a fake! I promised him I would protect him." Spitelout froze. That actually made things worse. "What have you done?" the Chief snarled.

"Er…we took it back to get your money…" he stammered. Stoick gave a roar of fury.

"Do you know how many men I had to fight to get him OUT of there?" he snarled.

"Er…he did run away once we got him there!" Spitelout confessed as Snotlout and Ack shared a glance. Stoick rolled his eyes.

"So I fight my way out of there, buy the boy's freedom and promise him my protection and then you clowns kidnap him back there, _GIVE_ him back to his abuser for nothing and lose him so every patron and henchman there is on his tail?" he asked with forced patience.

"Erm…yes?"

"Then get your asses up the hill and find that boy-or don't bother coming back at all!" the Chief roared and the three miscreants ran for it. Gobber walked up to his angry friend.

"I think I'll go looking as well," he offered mildly. "That lad has been badly hurt and if they get their hands on him, I dread to think what they'll do!" Stoick rubbed the bridge of his nose tiredly.

"He's done a fantastic job surviving three years since he was handed into slavery by his tribe," he told the blacksmith, "but he is all out of options. And courage. He couldn't cope in that place, Gobber-it would kill him. The steward would kill him. And I promised I would protect him." Gobber nodded.

"We'll protect him," he promised as the two friends walked into the night.

oOo

Hiccup felt the stitch stab his side and he whimpered. He was slowing and he was still a long way from any safety. He could barely run due to his injuries but he had used the element of surprise and gotten a few streets between himself and the whorehouse. But he had few places to go. He couldn't go to the docks, obviously-if the men had removed him, it had to be at Chief Stoick's command. He had seen the black-haired man talk at length with the Chief and he had clearly won the day. Hiccup honestly didn't know what he had done wrong but somehow, he had lost that wonderful, miraculous chance for a new life. He couldn't stay in the civilised areas because Sundby would find him with ease. So he had only one choice: the old town, the rackety warehouses and rotting houses clinging to the far waterfront. It was the haunts of dangerous, desperate and violent men that Hiccup avoided of necessity because they preyed on the weak. But he really was done for now: there was nowhere else. So he straightened up and headed down the hill and blinked in fear, before hesitantly stepping onto the rotting boards and entering the old town.

The boy limped slowly forward, every sense straining. He was cold and everything hurt. His stomach was hollow, his mouth dry and his heart felt broken. He kicked himself mentally: he had let every guard down as the big Viking came to see him and he had _trusted_ him. He had dropped his guard, told the man his tale and he had allowed himself to hope when he had taken him from that place. His return had been the cruellest of jokes, a blow that he thought would shatter him. He lowered his head and took a shuddering breath.

A scrittering sound had his head snapping round and peering nervously into the darkness. Sharing the old town with rats wouldn't be so bad, right? It was the human rats that had him worried. But he could imagine Sundby's henchmen closing, their hands crushing his skinny arms and their laughs as their fists smacked into his flesh once more. He limped forward and paused: he felt dizzy. He hadn't eaten all day and had been given precious little water. And he had not even started to process the fact that he had been raped…

He froze and felt himself begin to shiver. It had been a dire mistake to start thinking because the moment he started to consider just what had happened to him, it became all he could think of. The images rushed back, the sights and sounds and smells. The feelings of utter powerlessness and shame, the threats, the eyes on him, looking with scorn and disgust. And the pain…oh, the pain. He turned and scrambled along the rotting walkways, arms flailing and eyes wide with tears streaking his battered face. He just kept running until he was finally faced with a blank wall. He stared around wildly until he found a small corner and collapsed there, his arms wrapped around his body and his face buried in his knees as he sobbed in utter misery.

He lost track of how long he stayed there, but he had run out of tears and had calmed to the odd hiccup and sniff when he could finally breathe and think once more. And he was feeling dreadfully cold when the scrape of a foot had him freezing, his shoulders hunched and arms tightening around his skinny frame. If it was his hunters, he was lost. And he didn't want to see his doom. But he still yelped as a hand grabbed his hair and wrenched his hair up-to face cold and cruel eyes. The fact they weren't the eyes of Sundby's henchmen gave him little reassurance as three rough looking men dragged the battered boy to his feet and pressed him against the rotting wall behind him.

"What have we got 'ere?" one said, his hand grabbing Hiccup's face and moving it to inspect him completely. "Little rat?" The second narrowed his eyes as Hiccup's frightened green gaze saw their short knives and calloused fists.

"Search the boy-he may have some goodies on him!" he hissed. And rough hands touched every part of him, fingers roughly probing his shape for money or anything of value. But all they found was a torn tunic stained with blood, a pair of stained leggings and some boots too small to be of any use to his attackers. And a battered, skinny body that had taken too much abuse recently. He just went rigid, his eyes wide and mouth closed in fear. Every intrusive touch brought images sleeting back through his vision as they pawed him, over and over. Finally, the men finished assaulting him and the first nuzzled his neck.

"There are goodies here," he murmured, his hand sliding down the boy's thin chest again, feeling the lad hyperventilate. "And you can make some good friends here," he whispered to the boy. Hiccup blinked and tears trickled down his cheeks.

"Don't need any more," he gasped. _Any like you,_ he added silently. He shook his head.

"Do you want the guard to know you're an escaped slave?" the second man sneered. He had felt the brand through the thin tunic. Hiccup swallowed and looked at him in a silent plea. He shook his head again.

"So you can be nice to us or we hand you over," the man hissed. Hiccup struggled.

"No!" he said suddenly. "You don't want to deal with the guards any more than I do!" The man's dark eyes narrowed.

"Clever boy!" he sneered and slapped Hiccup. "But we don't want your sass, boy! And if you won't play nice, then we'll play nasty!" Then suddenly, all three men were hitting and punching him. They allowed him to drop to the ground and he curled up, trying to protect himself as the thuds of boots hitting his body sounded in the little alley. He bit his lips to stop himself from crying out, knowing that would enrage them further. Suddenly, they pulled away.

"Get out of here!" the first man shouted and the battered boy scrambled to his feet, whimpering and stumbling as he desperately ran away from the men. _Where_ wasn't the question: _away_ was all that was important. Wildly, he ran, his feet slipping on the slimy boards. He heard footsteps behind him and he flinched, running as fast as he could until he broke through the edge of the old town and found himself in the docks once more. He staggered to a halt, suddenly uncertain what he could do. A large Viking slammed into him and he collapsed with a groan.

"Gettout the way!" he roared and the boy cringed-and then he heard the cries.

"There he is!"

"Get him!"

He stared in fear at the sound of those voices: those were the men he feared. He staggered up, his breaths so fast that he could barely get any air in. Then he turned and ran along the docks, his small shape weaving between the Vikings and sailors. He gasped for air: he was almost unable to walk any further. And then he found himself facing an empty mooring: he was trapped. He swallowed as Sundby's men stopped, cutting him from the main walkway. He turned to them and his face paled further. He swallowed.

"H-hey guys," he offered in a small, terrified voice. "N-nice night…"

"You really don't learn, do yer, boy?" the first man snarled. He advanced a pace. "Sundby is very angry at you." Hiccup gave an inward groan.

"He-he's always angry," he managed. The second man closed on him.

"You kicked him in a personal place," he sneered. "So he's gonna get a very personal revenge." Hiccup whimpered.

"I-I am a free-free man," he protested. "I-I was bought in front of witnesses and Sundby has no-no…"

A hand closed around his throat, choking off his protests and he clawed at the hands, his eyes wide with terror.

"I'm gonna enjoy watching what he does with you," the first man said, his eyes menacing. Hiccup struggled pitifully and his eyes burned with tears again. He mouthed the word 'please' but he knew there was no chance of clemency. He was thrown into the grasp of the second man and he was secured, still writhing and fighting until a series of blows to his face knocked the fight out of him. He lifted his head blearily as he was hauled back to the main walkway-and then they stopped.

"I think you should put him down," Gobber said, his eyes glinting. He brandished his hook. The henchmen gave a nasty grin.

"Get out of our way, Hook-hand!" the second sneered. "This little slave is ours!" The blacksmith gave a mild look.

"Really? I thought he belonged to Stoick the Vast?" he said and his voice hardened. "You know-_him_?" And he grinned as the Chief stepped heavily forward, his hand on his sword. Gobber leaned forward and gave a very nasty grin as his friend walked alongside and the two Berkians faced the henchmen. Their eyes swivelled up to inspect the Chief, who had handily beaten them previously. Gobber was edging forward, his hook raised and ready and no longer anything to joke about. "I suggest you might need all your hands," he said, staring at the second man and he urgently let Hiccup go. Gobber grabbed him quickly, pulling the boy against his side. He could feel Hiccup trembling. Stoick glared at the men and jerked his head.

"GO!" he snapped. The men stared at him for a second-then ran for it. The Chief glared after them for a moment, but made no move to chase: he didn't need to capture them, just frighten them off. Then he walked heavily towards the trembling boy and stopped by the shivering shape. Hiccup lifted his frightened green eyes and bit on his lower lip. He wouldn't let himself be hurt again, wouldn't trust him if it meant being cast aside once more. He had dropped his defences and had been repaid by betrayal and abuse. The Chief dropped to one knee and stared eye to eye with the lad. "Hiccup?" he said gently. "Where did you go?"

"I-I didn't go anywhere," he said thickly. He could taste blood in his mouth and his vision was still spinning.

"They told me what they did," Stoick said softly. "I never ordered this. I took you from there because you asked for my help. I am going to take you home-to Berk. And you are under my protection, Hiccup. Please, believe me-I will protect you."

Hiccup started and then it hit him: the man hadn't had anything to do with his removal. The black-haired man _hadn't _won the argument-so he had defied the Chief anyway-and condemned Hiccup... Stoick didn't want him to go. He was going to keep his promise. _He had come back for him._

He burst into tears. Gobber stared down on him in surprise as the boy pressed his hands to his face and sobbed, his thin body shuddering with grief and shock. He forced himself to recall the boy had already had a busy day. Stoick, though, _knew_ how badly the boy had suffered and he gently opened his arms and leaned closer to the boy.

"I promised to protect you," he said gently. Hiccup looked up and saw the honest concern in his eyes-and this time, he flung himself against the big man's chest, his head buried in his neck and arms wrapped tightly around the huge man. Stoick gently wrapped his arms around the slight shape, tight enough to make him feel protected but gentle enough to not hurt his wounds. Hiccup clung to him for a long time, until he finally caught his breath and felt secure enough to lift his head and offer a crooked smile.

"Thank you, sir," he managed. His green eyes were still shy and wary but his pale face, bruised and battered, was very slightly hopeful. "And-and thank you for coming to rescue me." He lifted his head. "You too, Gobber," he said calmly. The blacksmith nodded.

"Polite boy yer got there, Stoick!" he commented. "But we're out here and I'd rather be back on the ship, if yer get my meaning." The Chief nodded and rose carefully to his feet, his hand resting lightly on the boy's shoulders. Hiccup tensed for a short second before allowing himself to feel protected by the touch. He gave a slight smile as the Chief led them back to the ship.

The others were there when they got back and the boy's smile vanished, his shoulders hunching and eyes widening with fear. Stoick could feel his breathing accelerate as he stopped. The Chief tightened his grip on the shoulders, ignoring the slight hiss of pain as he grabbed his whip-gashes and steered him onto the deck. Spitelout looked angry and his eyes promised an unpleasant time for the boy, but Snotlout appeared uncomfortable. Stoick glared at them both and pointedly pulled the boy closer to him.

"Let me make this VERY CLEAR," he said sternly. "Hiccup here is under my protection. He will go back to Berk as a free man, not a slave. He will be treated with respect and that is FINAL! DO we all UNDERSTAND?" The men mumbled acquiescence and the Chief turned his baleful glare to the rest of the crew. There was vigorous mumbling and nodding of heads: no one wanted to annoy the Chief. Then Stoick grabbed the boy and led him down to a small cabin that he had been granted as Chief. Usually, he slept with the men but he was concerned for the boy so he entered and Hiccup followed-and then froze. His throat bobbed and his eyes widened. Stoick gestured to the bed.

"I-I am grateful, sir, but…" Hiccup began in a choked voice, his eyes burning again. The Chief cut him off.

"You will sleep here, in the warm and away from the men," he commented sternly. "I will stay upstairs with Gobber and the men. You need warmth and protection-and food, I see. I'll fetch you a bite: we're all hungry!" The boy swallowed.

"I can't sleep here!" he said in an appalled voice. Stoick frowned. "You're the CHIEF! I can't steal your bed!" The Chief scowled at the boy and he gave a shamed whimper. "You spared me from…a horrible fate. You rescued me twice. And I can't repay you by stealing your bed!" Stoick stared down at the boy and folded his arms.

"If I sleep in here, the men will assume that I am having you," he said gruffly. Hiccup sighed.

"If you sleep with the men, then so do I," he argued quietly. "I'm already having real problems with acceptance from them. I can't disrespect you so, sir." Stoick stared at the boy. Then he nodded.

"So we both sleep on the deck, in the cold," he said. Hiccup gave a wan smile.

"I can guarantee it will be better than the whorehouse," he murmured.

After a meal of roast pork, fresh bread and mead, the crew-except the assigned watchman-curled in their various spots. The meal had been awkward for Hiccup, sitting quietly by Gobber and listening. No one cast him anything other than an unfriendly glare and he kept his head down, ravenously wolfing his food like the starving wretch he was. Stoick had been debating with Spitelout, Ack, Gobber and Haaland and the boy had been aware that the other boy-Snotlout-was eyeing him calculatingly. Hiccup felt uncomfortable and inspected his mug furiously-until Stoick leaned across and pressed another chunk of pork in his hand.

"Eat!" he commanded. "You're nothing but skin and bone!" The boy gave a slight, embarrassed smile and tore into the food, his stomach filling quickly. Snotlout leaned towards his father and gave a snide comment. The man gave a cruel smile and Hiccup shuddered: he knew he should try to steer clear of them. But now, the crew were looking for the spots to sleep.

There was actually a shelter, a low awning that shielded the prow for Stoick and the Elders. Hiccup watched the Chief take his place and grab a blanket and he watched as the other men took their own places. And then he blinked, his head swinging around for an unoccupied space. At the far end, close to the gangplank and any intruder, there was a gap. No blankets were left and the aching and bruised boy gave a sigh, then wearily turned and began to limp to the only gap. But the Chief looked up and saw the boy painfully drag himself away. He sat up sharply.

"Hiccup!" he called. The boy turned like a shot, his green eyes alarmed. He wondered what he had done wrong now and he dipped his head, his auburn hair falling across his suddenly anxious face.

"Sir?" he murmured. His teeth were beginning to chatter. Stoick beckoned him closer and held up a blanket.

"There's room here," he said gently. "You did promise you ate little and took up less space. You seem to deliver on both counts, lad." Self-consciously, the boy came closer, his steps halting. He could see Snotlout and Spitelout glare hatefully at the ragged slave, being asked to share a coveted place by the Chief. He swallowed and tried to step over but Snotlout managed to trip him and he slammed into the deck with a loud thud and a gasp of pain. He breathed heavily and painfully levered himself to his hands and knees. Stoick sat up and watched the boy painfully collapse to the deck, curling up and wrapping his arms around his abused shape. The boy looked pale and the Chief had to remind himself that the boy had been raped, only a few hours earlier. He had a lot of injuries to deal with. He leaned forward and gently tucked the blanket around the little shape, curled tightly just by his feet.

"Th-thank you, sir," Hiccup murmured, his eyes closing exhaustedly. Stoick lay down, a smile tilting his lips.

"Sleep well, son," he murmured.


	6. Chapter 6: Not one of us

**Six.**

Hiccup tried to keep out of everyone's way as they set sail, feeling a dozen vitriolic glares stabbing at his back. _If looks could kill, I'd be well and truly dead, _he thought with a sigh. Not that he blamed them: he was a nobody, a scrawny outsider, not of their tribe, who was being favoured by the Chief and given a free passage back to their remote island with no discernible skills except... He stopped, trying to school himself not to think that way. It was hard, though: three years of slavery and rejection by everyone hadn't done much for his self-esteem. He calculated he had precisely none left.

Being on a ship wasn't helping either: his uncle had been a blacksmith so he hadn't sailed much and Hiccup's first real voyage was in chains after his tribe had handed him over as booty to make the raiders leave. That trip had been filled with fear, cold, pain and finally the horror of being branded. He stared out across the waves and swallowed against sudden nausea, his hand rising automatically to his brand. Of course, subsequent voyages hadn't been much better, ferried from one cruel master to the next, each filled with a small measure of relief and more trepidation...until he ended with the Captain.

He blinked and felt his stomach knot at the memory: that was territory he really didn't wish to revisit either. The Captain had been a sadistic man who had worked the boy far beyond what was needed and who had enjoyed hurting the boy. Hiccup closed his eyes: he supposed he should be grateful the man hadn't assaulted him sexually but it was probably the only thing he hadn't done. Most of the scars on his body were from the Captain's tender mercies. He wrapped his skinny arms around his body and winced: this wasn't helping either.

He turned and looked for the Chief. Stoick was in conference with his Elders, discussing something that had him scowling and for a long moment, the boy hung back. The truth was, of course, that the only people who seemed happy to see him were the Chief and his self-proclaimed (but very quietly) 'Right Hook Man' Gobber. He drifted a little closer but a scowl from Spitelout had the boy backing up with his head down, like a cowed animal. So he waited, cold and anxious, until the men had finished. Finally, he stepped forward but Sven jumped in first.

"Chief, can I just have a word..."

Hiccup felt his stomach sink. It didn't sound like the prelude to a brief chat and he bowed his head and backed away again. Stoick patiently turned to the man and the boy sighed. The Chief was too busy, too important to spare any time for the battered slave and Hiccup slowly stumbled to the stern, found a quiet corner behind the cargo and hunkered down. He was very stiff and most of his body really hurt. He ran his fingers through his dishevelled hair and hunched up, trying to stay warm.

A step alerted him that someone was there and he stiffened-until he looked up and saw Stoick. Embarrassed, he tried to get up but he winced and gave a groan and felt even worse as a strong hand helped him to his feet.

"I could see you wanted to speak with me," the Chief said calmly. "I'm sorry: a Chief serves his people and sometimes they are demanding!" Hiccup shook his head, his expression wary.

"It-it was n-nothing important," he stammered, kicking himself at his nervousness. "I-I just wanted to ask if there was something I could do?" Stoick looked at him.

"You're not a confident sailor, are you?" he realised. Hiccup shrugged.

"I don't swim well," he admitted, "but-but I was slave to that Captain and he-he insisted I work every hour Odin sent. I kinda did everything on board the ship..." His cheeks flared and he stared at the deck. Stoick patted his shoulder and then gently steered him to the prow of the ship. Hiccup wished he could vanish, with so many hostile eyes on him. The Chief rummaged in his pack and pulled something out.

"It may be a little large for you," he said in an embarrassed voice and lifted a fur vest. He offered it to the boy. "I-I bought it for you just before we sailed. I'm sure you'll grow into it..." Hiccup stared for a long moment before he tentatively closed his hands on the gift. He blinked and his lips tilted into a smile.

"Er...wow," he said, staring at the garment and then looked up. "Thank you," he added, his green eyes shining with gratitude. The Chief gave a slightly awkward nod.

"Good," he murmured. "Well, you looked like you needed something warm…and no one else will get you some decent clothes." Hiccup looked down.

"No one else would say I deserved any," he said quietly, his face carefully blank. The Chief looked at him and frowned.

"Hiccup?" His tone was puzzled. The boy sighed.

"They all know," he murmured. "About my being a slave. And…where you got me." He swallowed. "When we arrive, soon _everyone_ will know." He shuffled his feet self-consciously.

"So you want us to drop you off elsewhere?" Stock asked in a gruff voice.

"No. No!" Hiccup said urgently. His eyes were scared. "No-I really _really_ want to come with you. I-I just don't want you to be shamed by what they say." Stoick kindly laid a heavy hand on his shoulder and he stared down into the bruised face, the green eyes wary.

"I won't be," he assured the boy, his eyes crinkling in a reassuring smile. "Now maybe you could try that vest on before you freeze?" Hiccup nodded and eagerly pulled the vest on. As Stoick had surmised, it was too large but the boy pulled it around this scrawny shape and suddenly felt warmer-not just from the vest itself but from the kindness behind the gift. Then he saw Spitelout cast him an unfriendly look and he shivered.

"I really need something I can do to help can my passage," he suggested softly. "So they don't say I am just exploiting you!" Stoick sighed.

"You're the one who has been exploited," he told the boy sadly and the lad shuddered.

"Thanks for reminding me," he said sarcastically…and then he flinched and hunched his shoulders, closing his eyes and curling against a blow. The Chief stared at him and then started as he realised the boy was expecting a blow. He leaned forward.

"Hiccup?" The boy shook his head: he was trembling.

"I'm sorry," he said quickly, his tone panicked. "I-I shouldn't have said that, sir. I-I am _so_ sorry…" The Chief gently laid a hand on his trembling shoulder and squeezed.

"Easy, lad," he said. "I won't hurt you, remember?" Hiccup opened a scared eye.

"But I-I shouldn't have answered back," he murmured. "Sorry, I-I just can't help it…" The Chief frowned though his eyes were smiling.

"Hmm. After years of Gobber, I doubt four words of sarcasm from you will kill me," he said. "Relax, boy. You'll strain something." Hiccup slowly untensed and glanced up. He offered a wary smile.

"Stoick!" Gobber called, as if hearing his name. "I want to have a word with ye! About Hiccup." The boy's face fell and he looked up at the men. Stoick nodded.

"What is it?" he asked, his eyes suggesting _please, say something helpful!_

"I want to apprentice him," the blacksmith announced. The Chief stared at him and the men nearby all stopped what they were doing to listen in.

"Are you sure?" the Chief asked.

"Positive," Gobber said, a small grin on his big face. "The boy's served six years with a blacksmith in his own tribe and he's got some skills!" Stoick frowned.

"So how did you find that out?" he asked. The blacksmith tapped the side of his nose.

"When we took his shackles off," he explained. "Lad knows the tools and certainly has some moves and a very deft touch. He's not the strongest but he makes up for it in skill. And he's got a nice sarcastic sense of humour that I think would do well in my forge!" The Chief stared down on the boy and saw a little flash of hope in his green eyes and gave a smile.

"Yeah, I noted that," he said in a slightly teasing voice, noting the flush that rose in the boy's freckled cheeks. "But if he wants to work with you, then I think it would be very fortunate. You've been looking for a while."

"None of them wants to learn a proper trade!" Gobber noted disparagingly. "All they wants is to fight dragons and end up in Valhalla! But what are they gonna fight with if there's no blacksmith?" Stoick nodded sagely. He turned his gaze to Hiccup.

"And you?" he asked. The boy started: he hadn't been given a _choice_ for such a long time. He stared up and tried to gauge what the correct answer would be. Then he shrugged.

"What do you want me to say?" he asked softly. Stoick leaned forward.

"What do you actually want?" he asked the boy. Hiccup stole a glance at Gobber.

"Idliketobehisapprentice…" he mumbled swiftly. Stoick frowned.

"What?"

"I'd like to be his apprentice," Hiccup said, his shoulders hunching at the sharp tone. His heart sunk: he'd given the wrong answer. "Sorry," he added in a small voice. But Stoick grasped his shoulder reassuringly and smiled.

"Looks like you have a new apprentice!" he told his friend and Gobber rubbed his chin.

"Aye-looks like I'll be having my hand full!" he commented and his blue eyes twinkled. Hiccup looked up again and his eyes were suddenly hopeful.

"Really?" he asked suddenly. "You-you mean I can…?" Stoick nodded. Then he leaned closer to the boy.

"Good luck," he whispered with a smile.

oOo

He managed to find some gainful employment during the voyage because he couldn't stand the silent accusation that he was stealing his passage. His determination to earn his place had him slopping out the waste buckets, swabbing the decks, gutting the fish they caught to the meals and helping stitch any tears or damage to the sails. The only thing no one asked him to do was row, because it was patently obvious that he was incapable of putting enough muscle behind the effort. He helped the assigned cook-Sven-in preparing the meals and hunkered down at his side, listening hard and helping out willingly.

But when he wasn't toiling, the boy hung around close to the Chief. He had stationed himself as the Chief's slave, fetching him ale when he expressed that he was thirsty, delivering his food, serving his every need. And just remaining meekly a couple of yards from the man, eager to be close to the man he owed everything to.

Stoick watched the boy as he willingly helped. He had no fear of unpleasant tasks, merely carrying himself with determination and efficiency. And his familiarity with the tasks certainly supported his tale of servitude on a trader's ship. But when not occupied, the lad followed the Chief round quietly, attentive to his every need. He was starting to feel a little uncomfortable because he never freed Hiccup to make him a slave. But it was just as clear that the boy felt a deep dependence on the Chief who had spared him from the horrors he was facing and was determined to do whatever he could for his saviour. Hiccup slept curled at his feet, the awful bruises on his face slowly melting as the ship neared Berk but he was quiet and wary around the other Vikings, who made no attempt to welcome the young boy. Only Gobber grinned and chatted to the boy-his new apprentice-while Spitelout made a determined effort to speak with the Chief.

"Stoick, we need to speak about the boy," he said grimly as Hiccup was occupied gutting the day's lunch. The Chief stole a glance at the small shape, sitting cross-legged with a pile of gutted and prepared fish at one side and a bucket of fish-guts at the other.

"Speak," he said a gruff voice, already knowing what he wanted to say. Spitelout was a man with little guile and less tact: he had been murmuring to the rest of the crew all voyage about his reservations.

"The boy can't stay with you," he said grimly.

"He has no one else and nowhere to go."

"He's a slave!" Stoick's brows dipped at the accusing words.

"If that is the case, then where _else_ would he stay but with his master?" he snapped back.

"A bed slave."

"He wasn't…"

"I can see the bloodstains. So can the rest. He's spoiled, Stoick. You let him stay under your roof and the entire village will assume…"

"What the Hel they want!" Stoick growled.

"You can't give away your authority for…that!" Spitelout reminded him. "We have a few solid allies and constant dragon raids. Your tribe needs to respect you!"

"So what do you suggest?" Stoick asked him in a calmer voice. He could feel the weight of eyes on him and looked up to meet the bright green eyes of the boy. He nodded and the lad stared furiously at his work. He knew the Chief was discussing him. Spitelout gave a nod.

"I'll take him in," he offered. "I have a wife and a boy about his age. It won't look as odd." Stoick gave a slow nod, acknowledging the logic. "And he can offer a little help with the chores to pay his way."

"He's apprenticed to Gobber so he'll be out of your hair most of the day," Stoick reminded him. "And brother: I didn't free him to slave in your home. Remember that."

"Oh, I am sure my son will make him welcome and introduce him to the others his age!" Spitelout commented. Stoick sighed. He had lived alone since the loss of his wife and was wondering how he would cope with a teen boy living with him-though from observing the boy, he guessed the lad wouldn't be much trouble. He turned away as Spitelout went to inform his son and stared out to sea. He would have to speak to Hiccup once he had finished his chores.

The boy completed his food preparation and washed his hands, hung the fish to dry and walked quietly and tentatively towards the Chief. Stoick smiled and beckoned him forward and the boy advanced with a smile, his green eyes hopeful. He stationed himself a yard in front of the Chief, his head slightly bowed. Stoick nodded.

"You are determined to make a servant of yourself," he commented. The boy sagged.

"I just try to earn my passage," he protested in a small voice. Stoick laid a hand on his shoulder and gave a reassuring squeeze.

"That wasn't a criticism, by the way," he reassured the lad. "But I worry that the crew will start to see you as such…given your recent past." Hiccup's eyes flicked up and he sighed.

"Thank you," he murmured. Stoick took a breath.

"I have been thinking about where you will live when we get to Berk," he said gruffly. The boy inspected him with concern and his face grew wary.

"I-I thought I would be living with you," he said before he could stop himself. Then he flinched and slapped his hands over his mouth. "I-I-I'm sorry…" he said urgently. Stoick read the fear and sighed.

"I am a busy man and though there is room, I would not be there to look after you as you deserve," he explained. The boy visibly sagged.

"I-I can look after myself-and you, sir," he argued desperately. "I just need a spot by the fire, out of the wind to sleep. I can cook and clean. I won't be any bother…" Stoick's gentle grasp tightened slightly.

"You are a young man who has suffered far too much and we are taking you to a new place with an unfamiliar tribe," he advised the boy. "So my brother and his family will look after you. His wife will supervise you. His son will help you meet the children your age. And, of course, Gobber will train you in the forge."

"Will I see you?" The voice was very small, the eyes downcast. Hiccup was afraid he was being cast off. Stoick's booming laugh sounded.

"Of course!" he reassured the boy. "Look, boy, I promised I would protect you and this is the best way to do this. And I will expect to see you regularly, son." His thumb slid up and lifted the chin, forcing the downcast face to meet his inspection. "I will protect you so if you have any worries, I want to hear!" Hiccup forced a smile on his mouth.

"Thank-thank you," he managed and then he frowned as Snotlout approached. "He-he is your brother's son?"

"Snotlout Jorgenson, my heir," Stoick confirmed. Hiccup saw the calculating smile and nodded.

"Thank you," he repeated, with a sinking sensation in his stomach.


	7. Chapter 7: You can work for your keep

**Seven. **

Berk appeared above them, precipitous and isolated, swathed in freezing fog and the lightest of snow flurries. The docks were busy with Vikings awaiting their Chief's return and the goods they brought. The docks were connected via a zigzag ramp up to the tops of the grey cliffs and the village clustered above. Stoick and Gobber bounced onto the docks and the ship rapidly emptied. Hiccup stared up until Snotlout gabbed his arms and hauled him off.

"Come on, _Hiccup,_" he sneered and forced the boy onwards.

"Shouldn't I…I mean…" he protested but the larger boy dragged him away from the crowd.

"The Chief is busy and he's got far more important things to deal with than a slave!" he sneered.

"Not a slave," Hiccup said stubbornly as they made the first palisade and turned up to the next level. Snotlout shoved him forward and tripped him.

"Oops! Tripped over your own feet!" Snotlout taunted him.

"Why-why would you do that?" Hiccup protested, picking himself up. Snotlout elbowed him cruelly in the ribs and he yelped.

"Because I felt like it!" the larger boy said simply. "Now come on. You need to get settled in. My Mom is gonna freak at having to deal with you."

_Deal with him and you're find out how much trouble that little bastard is!_

The auburn-haired boy followed resignedly, his head bowed as he followed Snotlout. The larger boy cheerfully made up for any silence on Hiccup's part by talking about himself non-stop. _Ego, ego, ego…_ Hiccup found himself thinking uncharitably. But the truth was that he was dependent on their largesse, their willingness to take in an unknown who was a slave. And he had promised the Chief that he would do his best. Stoick meant it for the best, after all.

He was less certain as they arrived at the Jorgensen house. It was a fine building, not far below the level of the Chief's House and well stocked with weapons. Spitelout was out with Stoick but a large, fierce-looking woman with very dark brown hair, piercing blue-grey eyes and sharp, cold features opened the door. She scowled as they two boys walked in, then opened her arms and hugged her son and Snotlout gave a minimal attempt at resistance before enjoying her embrace.

"Aw, Mom-I haven't been gone that long!" he said in a voice betraying he enjoyed the attention.

"I always miss my son," she scolded him gently, then turned to the stranger. "And what is this?" Her tone had grown as cold as the weather and Hiccup unconsciously hunched his shoulders. Snotlout looked up and his face was unfriendly.

"Uncle Stoick bought him," he explained.

"Bought?"

"Yeah-from the local whorehouse," Snotlout explained clearly, making sure she was fully aware of his past situation. "He wanted us to give him a roof over his head and look after him."

"He's a slave?"

"Not sure, Mom," Snotlout admitted. "He was bought by Uncle Stoick but he wants him to be treated like a member of the Tribe."

"But he isn't." The words were incontrovertible. Hiccup felt his inners shrink. "I will check with your father." She looked at the boy. "In the meantime, you can work for your keep, Boy!"

"My name is Hiccup," the boy said, introducing himself and forcing his anxious green eyes to meet the polar blue-grey gaze. She stared at him as if he had spat in her floor.

"Snotty, make sure he fetches enough water and chops sufficient wood for the evening and next morning. Winter is setting in and we don't want to be going out if we get storms tonight!" Then she spun on her heel and stalked to the kitchen area and the pot, bubbling over the fire pit. The aroma smelled amazing and Hiccup found his mouth watering-but Snotlout advanced on him and shoved him to the door.

"I'll show you the well!" he offered.

oOo

His shoulders were burning and his head spinning with weariness after he had lugged the fifth large bucket of water to the house. Then Snotlout had supervised him chopping logs into kindling while chewing on a large hunk of bread and yaks milk cheese. Hiccup stared up resentfully as he put a new log on the stump. His stomach was growling so loud he was surprised that the Chief hadn't heard it-but Alva Jorgensen hadn't bothered to offer him any food. Wearily, he brought the axe round and split it in two. Then he sagged, breathing hard: he needed a break.

"We're not done," Snotlout told him as he laid the axe down.

"Please-I've been at this for hours!" Hiccup begged him. His arms felt like they would fall off completely.

"And we're not done!" the Heir told him roughly. Hiccup backed off a step.

"P-please…" he begged. "Just give me a few minutes…" Snotlout sneered at him.

"Okay-take the finished logs in and once that's done, _then_ you can finish the pile!" he snapped. Hiccup stared at him and then stole a glimpse up at the house Snotlout had boasted he would live in when he was Chief. He sighed and tossed the split logs in a basket, then manhandled it into the house. He was struggling with the third basket as Spitelout returned and the family immediately sat down to the table. Hiccup looked up and Alva pointed out at the waiting log pile. With a shrug, the boy slunk out and the sounds of chopping echoed into the main room. Alva turned to her husband.

"Why?" she demanded. Spitelout chewed his bread and dunked it in the gloriously meaty yak stew.

"Stoick asked," he said grimly.

"And the boy?"

"He was a slave," Spitelout confirmed. "Stoick found him in a whorehouse, servicing men!" The woman shuddered and cast a hateful glance at the door.

"And he expected us to associate with that…_creature_?" she sneered. "Is he trying to dishonour us? His Heir?" Spitelout shook his head.

"I think he really felt sorry for the boy," he admitted.

"But…"

"A favour to the Chief is always valuable, Alva," he reminded her. "You can see what we can get out of him. He can sleep on the floor, eat leftovers, work his wretched hands to the bone. He works during the day with Gobber in the forge so he won't be in your way."

"And if he disobeys?" Her eyes were narrow now.

"We punish him like any lad in this family!" Spitelout said. She nodded curtly.

"Good," she said grimly. "He can sleep in Snotty's room-on the floor, of course-and then at least he will get to know what it is like to have a slave."

And then the door opened and an exhausted Hiccup entered, dragging the last basket of logs in. His arms barely felt as if they belonged to him any more and his stomach was grumbling from hunger. He meekly stowed the logs then looked hopefully at the family. Alva scowled at the presumption and he backed up a pace, his face falling, but then she sighed and picked a small bowl which she ladled a single portion in. He gratefully accepted the offering, much smaller than the rest of the family had enjoyed, and stared in perplexity: he wasn't sure if he should sit at the table or eat sitting on the floor. She pointed to a small stool at the end of the table and he scooted into place, urgently shovelling the stew into his mouth before he could have it taken from him. Snotlout watched him with a smirk.

He looked up as his spoon hit the bottom of the bowl and suddenly saw the eyes inspecting him like an unwelcome insect. He flushed and tried to eat the last spoonful of his stew in a more civilised manner but all he could hear was the sniggers of Snotlout.

"Th-thank you," he muttered, his face scarlet with embarrassment. The woman gestured.

"Bowl's over there. Heat some water and wash up the plates," she ordered him. He sighed, exhausted, then rose and dutifully collected the bowls. The Jorgensons watched him heat the water and wash up the plates, then silently stow them where indicated. He dragged his exhausted shape forward. Alva gestured:

"Bed time!" she ordered. Snotlout rose and kissed his mother then nodded to his father while Hiccup hung back, unsure what he was to do.

"Erm…" he began nervously. Alva gestured brusquely.

"You are to sleep in my son's room," she said coldly and she pointed to the stairs leading down to Snotlout's basement room. Hiccup nodded, mumbled his thanks and scrambled down the ladder. Predictably, he missed his footing and fell.

Snotlout's head snapped up from his bed, where he was polishing his sword. He saw what had happened and burst out laughing. Hiccup groaned and picked himself up, rubbing his left arm, which he had landed on.

"Odin-you can't even climb down a ladder without falling flat on your face!" he scoffed.

"Thank you for your sympathy," Hiccup shot back. Snotlout's laughter snapped off and his blue eyes glinted dangerously.

"Don't be smart-slave!" he snapped. Hiccup sighed. There was no point arguing now.

"Where am I supposed to sleep?" he asked directly. He was tired and hurting. Snotlout pointed to a corner.

"Where you belong!" he sneered. Hiccup sighed.

"Do I get any sort of blanket or fur?" he asked and Snotlout grabbed one from his bed and tossed it at the boy. Hiccup walked slowly forward and picked it up, then quietly dragged himself to the corner he had been assigned. Snotlout made a great show of snuggling down in his fur-laden bed while the smaller boy curled up in the corner: the walls radiated cold and he tried to scooch a little further into the room. There was a small fire and the boy longed to curl by it-so, when Snotlout had fallen asleep, he crawled to lie by the fire and finally fell asleep.

The next morning, he was shaken roughly awake and he started, his eyes popping wide open and he instinctively cringed as Alva snatched his blanket from him.

"You were told to sleep in the corner!" she hissed and cuffed at his head. He winced and ducked his head in submission.

"I-I'm sorry," he mumbled. "I was just so cold…" She cuffed him again.

"Ungrateful boy!" she hissed. "Get up and fetch the water!" He sighed then nodded, wearily scrambling up and beginning to clamber up the ladder. Behind him, Alva gently tucked her own boy in tighter and gave a proud smile. She would protect her own son against any intruder and ensure the smaller boy remained in his place.

Hiccup was certainly warmer once he had finished hauling the water up, though his hands and face were very cold and his breath was coming in white clouds as he panted up the hill. He saw other teens, performing the same duty and he offered them a shy smile, though they eyed him suspiciously and refused to speak with him. With a sigh, he waited his turn at the well and dragged his load up wearily. Once he was done, he wasn't offered breakfast and was told to report to the forge. With a murmur of acknowledgement, he left, wrapped his hands around his hungry shape and heading down the hill towards the sound of loud and really off-key singing:

"_Weeeell…I've got my axe and I've got my mace and I've got my wife with the ugly face…I'm a Viking through and through…_"

Hiccup winced. He could imagine small children crying and dogs howling in response to the awful racket but Gobber was oblivious and really going for it. Warily, the boy approached and poked his head round the corner.

"Er…hello, Gobber?" he chanced. The big blacksmith looked up from the anvil and cracked a grin.

"Laddie! I wondered when you'd pop up!" he commented. Hiccup slowly inched into the forge.

"Um…sorry? I wasn't told a start time so…"

"Well, you're here now!" Gobber cut him off and gestured with his prosthetic, which had been swapped for a heavy hammer. "Fetch yourself an apron, lad and we'll see how you do with some hot metal!"

Hiccup deftly fastened the apron and frowned as Gobber handed him a bent and twisted sword. The old blacksmith didn't say anything and the boy inclined his head, then dipped the sword into the fire and grasped the bellows. Because he was small and slight, he had to jump with his full bodyweight to work the pump and warm the fire. After a short time, the sword was glowing red and the boy carefully lifted it to the anvil, chose a hammer and began to reshape the metal. He went back and forth between the fire and the anvil, checking his work until he was happy with the shape. Finally, he quenched the metal and turned-to see Gobber standing at his shoulder, watching his technique.

"Yer really got some moves!" he complimented the boy. Hiccup inspected the work and shrugged.

"It wasn't too hard," he admitted self-consciously. Gobber clapped him on the shoulder.

"Well, no other boy in Berk could do what you just did," he told Hiccup plainly. "You've fixed that sword as well as I could. I think I have certainly found the right apprentice!" The boy gave a shy grin and then his stomach growled. Gobber peered up into the sky and squinted. "Is it that time already?" he muttered. The boy stared at the floor. Gobber elbowed him. "Yer fancy lunch?" he asked. Hiccup sighed.

"I-I didn't bring anything…" he muttered. Gobber stared at him.

"Didn't they tell ye?" he asked in surprise. "Here in Berk, there is food in the Great Hall morning noon and evening. With dragon attacks and the loss of men and homes, it is the best way for the village to keep fed. You can always eat in the Hall." Hiccup blinked and looked up.

"Do I qualify as well?" he asked warily. "They…don't seem to think I am worthy. They treat me like a servant…" Gobber's eyes narrowed and he stared at the boy. "Not that I'm not grateful for a roof and food…of course…" he said quickly. "And-and I am not afraid of hard work…" The blacksmith clapped the boy on the shoulder and he almost fell over.

"I can see that, Hiccup," the boy said gently. "Let's go and have a break!" The old blacksmith draped a kind arm around the boy's shoulders and led him all the way up to the Hall, a huge space carved out of the mountain that formed the upper village. The long stair had both of them puffing as they reached the hall and Gobber led them in and showed the lad how to help himself to the meal. They had just sat down when the boy groaned as he heard Snotlout's unmistakeable tones as he sneered at the smaller boy.

"What's he doing here?"

"Pay him no mind!" Gobber advised, tucking into a leg of mutton. Hiccup stared up and saw Snotlout glaring at him, his eyes calculating. He guessed the boy's parents would hear of his trip to the Hall and adjust his rations accordingly. He sighed. One small bowl of stew the previous day, a single meal today…He wasn't going to grow out of being small anytime soon! With a small hint of defiance, he walked up and helped himself to seconds. If he was going to have to endure lodgings with the Jorgensons, he might as well fill his belly: he doubted they would feed him again today.


End file.
